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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the way Jewish writers around the period of mass migration to
the U.S. (1881-1924) reflected on the imperial politics of the country they were entering.
It consists of contextualized analyses of the works of seven Jewish writers: Emma
Lazarus, Israel Zangwill, Abraham Cahan, Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman, Mary
Antin, and Michael Gold. In the writings of these individuals, it finds a sustained interest
in both America’s new, turn-of-the-century imperialism and its long and ongoing history
of settler colonialism. This imperial concern has been overlooked because the rubric of
the incoming migrant writer is hard to square with the expanding geography of
imperialism. The dissertation argues that these Jewish writers, who were entering a polity
which they also knew to be reaching out into the world, provide a new angle on the
culture of U.S. imperialism—linking it to Europe’s Age of Empire and showing how U.S.
imperialism impacted life and culture even in the metropolitan centres of mainland
America.
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INTRODUCTION
Non-Native Grounds is a study of writings by Jews on America’s relationship to world
politics from the 1880s to the early 1930s. Straddling two centuries and spanning several
continents, it is restricted to Anglophone literary works even where its writers were
multilingual. This restriction to English-language is not just a matter of scaling down the
hefty canon that would otherwise be included by necessity in this project’s purview. It is
also a factor of this project’s focus and argument. These center on the way Jewish writers
presented their migratory histories—personal or otherwise—as a means of writing
American history, and as a way of representing the shifting nature of America’s
geographies and constituencies.
The dissertation comprises contexualized readings of seven Jewish writers: Emma
Lazarus, Israel Zangwill, Abraham Cahan, Alexander Berkman, Emma Goldman, Mary
Antin, and Michael Gold. All these authors insisted on a fundamental connection
between the needs of Jewish people and the political history (and future) of the United
States. They believed that the political instability and demographic itinerancy of modern
Jewry held an especial significance for understanding America: a land which had
continuously been settled and re-settled over centuries, and a country which was
beginning to face the rest of the world as an emergent superpower. As Emma Lazarus,
famous poet of “The New Colossus” sonnet that came to adorn the Statue of Liberty, put
it in an 1883 “Epistle to the Hebrews” aimed at her compatriot co-religionists, “we
possess the double cosmopolitanism of the American and the Jew” (Selected Poems 264).
American Jewishness was not perceived as it is now: the experience of a religious
minority within a nation. Instead, it was viewed as a status that was pre-eminently global
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and cosmopolitan. For some this status spelled privileges, for others it suggested
responsibilities, and for still others it marked a problematic complicity in imperial power,
bringing with it new ways of understanding and opposing the global power structures of
imperialism. In the spirit of those latter writers—radical internationalists, for the most
part—this dissertation argues that the integration of millions of Jews into turn-of-thecentury American culture should be understood through the conceptual vocabulary and
geopolitics of empire, where previously Jewish-American “assimilation” has been
domesticated through an exclusive focus on the national frame. Jewish writers, I argue,
approached America through the geopolitics of imperialism. Their work both enables and
demands that we shift our perspective on American imperialism and U.S. culture at the
turn of the twentieth century and begin to see the domestic politics of migrant
assimilation on the U.S. mainland as a process inextricably entangled in the age of
empire.
Politically-minded Jewish writers saw America as an imperial space. They viewed
the process of becoming Americans as a shift from being subjects in old world empires to
being imperial agents in the new world. On U.S. grounds, the “alien” status that had
persisted legally and culturally throughout the history of Jews in their native contexts
suddenly became the basis for privilege and esteem. In a settler polity (and the U.S. was
still fighting Indian Wars and consolidating its continental expanse at the beginning of
this study’s period), being alien is better than being native.
The title of this dissertation, Non-Native Grounds, refers to a seam running
through all the texts examined in these pages, across considerable generic and political
differences. As they wrote about America, each of these Jewish writers remarked upon
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the cultural and political significance of their being born elsewhere. They viewed
America as a place where one came together with other itinerant populations to forge a
politics not based, as the “old world” nationalities where, on the birthright of territorial
nativity. The precise basis of a non-native polity, and the extent and qualifying criteria of
its constituent membership, was the subject they contested.
This theme of the non-native was explored in multivalent ways. It could be
addressed directly as a political question about the positive social potentials of an excolonial space. It could be contemplated psychologically, as a condition which led to
restlessness, confusion, or energetic self-reinvention. Or it could be mined for its
implications as to what kinds of solidarity and hierarchy were possible amongst the
mixed populations who lived and worked on American soil, which included substantially
different migratory groups, whether their mobilities were international or domestic.
As Emma Lazarus’s tribute to the “double cosmopolitanism of the American and
the Jew” exemplifies, Jewish intellectuals at the century’s turn saw themselves as an
international constituency. They viewed America as an international republic with global
significance. That is why it attracted or interested them and, in many cases, furnished
their place of residence. This internationalism complicates the American focus of their
works. Many of the iterations of America’s significance for Jews and Jews’ significance
for the world were routed through the intimations of the global.
Jewish writers therefore squarely placed America within what Eric Hobsbawm
called “The Age of Empire.”1 In their migrations, careers, and discourse they traversed
other empires: Russian, British, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman. Their international
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outlook was also framed around imperialism: either the anti-imperialism of the workers’
movements, or the ambiguous imperial reformism of the new internationalist movements
that were organized within the Great Powers, and which were eventually enshrined in the
League of Nations. Israel Zangwill, in 1892, put the following words in the mouth of one
of the characters of Children of the Ghetto: “Could we not, for instance, be the link of
federation between the nations, acting everywhere in favour of Peace? Could we not be
the centre of new sociologic movements in each country, as a few American Jews have
been the centre of the Ethical Culture movement?” (477). Referring to Felix Adler, who
adapted reform Judaism into a universalist and humanitarian creed, Zangwill expressed
pacifist ambitions for a non-national cadre of Jewish intellectuals. He set his eyes on
America, which he famously called “The Melting-Pot” in a play of the same name, as the
place where such a lofty internationalism could be grounded. Yet he did not intend to
suggest that the U.S. was exceptional as a melting-pot. He felt similarly about the British
Empire and the Roman Empire—any polity in which “a motley of creeds, races, and
colours have been brought under one standard of justice” (The War for the World 76).
The idea that empires, from Ancient Rome to contemporary Britain and America,
subjected their populaces to “one standard of justice” was, at best, wildly optimistic.
Other Jewish writers invoked empire to compare and contrast different regimes of
exploitation and subjugation. For Lazarus and Zangwill, the movement of Jews to
America suggested a trajectory of freedom, an abstract ideal that had been associated
with westwards movement for at least a century of European and Euro-American
thought. For the Yiddish journalist and American realist writer Abraham Cahan however,
the mass migration of Russian Jews to America provoked questions about regional and

4

international solidarity, which were less to do with ideas of freedom, and more to do with
material problems of organization and identity of interests.
Abraham Cahan, famous as the editor of the world’s largest Yiddish newspaper,
the socialist daily Forverts, and as a chronicler of the “New York Ghetto,” also wrote an
Anglophone “novel of Revolutionary Russia” and published it in New York and London
as the 1905 Revolution was breaking out in St. Petersburg. Historical to a degree not seen
in any other of Cahan’s work, The White Terror and the Red portrays Jews in the
clandestine movement Narodnaya Volya, who helped with the assassination of Tsar
Alexander II in 1881, and who subsequently encountered a wave of pogrom violence that
forced them to consider emigration. As Cahan’s fictional Jewish insurrectionaries looked
through their options, they argued over different questions of belonging, solidarity, and
what it would mean to emigrate, on the basis of being a Jew, from a Russian imperial
struggle that had hitherto defined their political existence. This is how The White Terror
and the Red approaches “the unfortunate Jewish Question” (144).
“My heart is bleeding for our poor Jews, but even if it were solely a question of
saving the Jews, even then one’s duty would be to work for the revolution. How
many Russian Jews could you transport to America and Palestine? Surely not all
the five million there are. The great majority of them will stay and be baited, and
the only hope of these is a liberated Russia. All history tells us that the salvation
of the Jews lies in liberty and in liberty only. England was the first country to
grant them the right to breathe because she was the first country where the
common people wrested rights for themselves. The French revolution
emancipated the Jews, and so it goes. If there were no parliamentary governments
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in Western Europe, the Jews of Germany, Austria, or Belgium would still be
treated as they are in Russia. When Russia has some freedom at least, her Jews,
too, will be treated like human beings.”
“But we are not like the Palestinians, Clara. We don’t propose to estrange
ourselves from the revolutionary movement. We shall support it with American
money, and we hope to fit out expeditions to rescue important prisoners from
Siberia, and to take them across the Pacific Ocean to our commune.”
“Dreams!” she said, laughing good-naturedly. (412-13)
Clara, the character who speaks first in this exchange, gives a sweeping account of the
history of Jews in the West in order to demonstrate that Jewish emancipation had only
ever been achieved in tandem with “parliamentary governments.” She impugns
revolutionary émigrés from Russia on the grounds that they are abandoning “the great
majority” of Jews who “will stay and be baited” unless revolution is achieved in Russia.
Clara’s argument is that revolution must be achieved on the grounds where one is—
unbearable conditions cannot simply be left behind for others to confront.
Clara’s cousin Volodia replies that emigration to America, unlike the migrations
of the Jewish “Palestinians,” does not require sacrificing one’s commitment to the
Russian revolutionary movement. “We shall support it with American money, and hope
to fit out expeditions to rescue important prisoners from Siberia.” Emigration to America,
Volodia implies, does not mean repatriation, so much as gaining a provisional foothold in
another country from which to support the Russian revolution. As the historians Jonathan
Frankel and Tony Michels have shown, this did in fact occur. Yiddish-speaking workers
in New York remitted substantial finances which helped fund the Social Revolutionaries
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in the ultimately failed 1905 Revolution. As for “our commune” on the Pacific Coast,
Cahan himself moved to America in 1882 under the auspices of the Am Oylem
movement, hoping to work on a commune in Oregon, but his dreams never materialized,
and he stayed and worked in New York instead. America proved a place where
accumulation could be funnelled back into revolutionary causes elsewhere. But, as
Cahan’s writings Yekl, The Imported Bridegroom and The Rise of David Levinksy show,
it was not a place where new forms of sociality could be practised on the ground.
Cahan’s The White Terror and the Red pits Jewish safety against revolutionary
solidarity. For other Jewish writers, the specific dangers faced by Jews in Tsarist Russia
could serve instead as a paradigm for the fate of radicals in America. Emma Goldman
and Alexander Berkman published a pamphlet as they awaited deportation from America
to Soviet Russia on Ellis Island in 1919. They argued: “the hue and cry against the
“alien” is a faithful replica of the persecution of the Jews by the Czars of Russia, and the
American pogroms against radicals are the exaggerated picture of Russian Jew-baiting”
(Deportation 26). The two famous anarchists used their own status as Russian-Jewish
immigrants to argue that, after the Russian Revolution and during the first Red Scare in
the U.S., “the Black Hundreds and the hooligans” of the notorious pogroms “have come
back to life—in democratic America” (22). Just as they had left Russia as Jews, now they
were being expelled from America as radicals. This meant that “the foreign radical” was
the “vicarious victim” for “the sins of American capitalism,” in the same way as the Jew
had been marked in Tsarist Russia as the victim of the pogrom (22). Goldman and
Berkman alleged that they had not changed status through their transatlantic migration.
Being a non-native radical in the U.S was akin to being a Jew in Russia. “The bankrupt
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imperialism of the old world,” now resurrected on new world grounds, could denationalize and scapegoat given groups at will (26).
Goldman and Berkman had a global theory of empire connected to their antistatist and anti-capitalist politics. They believed that imperial administrations colluded
with industrialists and landowners in order to acquire workers and suppress dissent. The
intake and regulation of foreign workers—and the ejection of dangerous radicals—was
one way in which states lent administrative support to capitalists who, in turn, wished to
make use of a global workforce while halting the global transmission of dissent and
subversion that might accompany the import of labour. This meant that America was no
different from Russia, except that the formal procedures of parliamentary democracy
required more nuanced and complex forms of resistance than those of clandestine
movements in autocratic regimes. In both the U.S. and Tsarist Russia, Goldman and
Berkman understood themselves to be part of a heterogenous workforce that needed to
build solidarity with those labouring under the same regime as themselves. America was
just another imperial front in a global struggle between workers and rulers.
For other Jewish writers, however, America was unique—if not because of its
much-vaunted freedom, then because of its status as a settler-colonial space that was
becoming the world’s largest industrial economy. In the words of Mary Antin, the young
writer of the much-read immigrant autobiography The Promised Land, “it will not do to
lay claim to the land on the grounds of priority of occupation” in the U.S: at least not “as
long as there is a red man left on the Indian reservations” (They Who Knock 21). In
Antin’s view, America was a place where the immigrant had more privileges than the
native-born. This was the legacy of its settler colonialism. Its effect, in the twentieth
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century, was to be a republic moulded in the image of the newcomer. This had global
ramifications, at the same time as it gave America an indelibly international character
within its own borders.
Antin did not intend the link she drew between settler violence and immigrant
arrival as a critique of settler colonialism. She was simply pointing out that antiimmigrant “restrictivists” could not employ the nativist rhetoric of defending the
homeland from foreigners, given the fact that the U.S. was a settler polity. Like President
Theodore Roosevelt, for whose re-election she campaigned in 1912, Antin was proimmigration and progressivist, and her worldview was mired in imperialism. Looking
back at American history, she concluded that America was for non-natives. Looking into
her own life-story, she believed that the experience of being born, transported, and
replanted in a new world was a politically as well as culturally important experience. Her
immigrant advocacy readily lent itself to Zionism during the war years, when she
affirmed that newcomers would replenish a land that had been left underdeveloped by its
original inhabitants.
Horace Kallen was another writer who, like Antin, joined the celebration of
immigrant multiculturalism with advocacy for settling Jews in Palestine. His famous
1915 article “Democracy versus The Melting Pot,” ostensibly a critique of the kind of
“assimilationism” associated with Antin and Zangwill, elaborated on the relationship
between the non-native, their place of birth, and their “new” country.
At his core, no human being, even in a “state of nature,” is a mere mathematical
unit of action like the “economic man.” Behind him in time and tremendously in
him in quality, are his ancestors; around him in space are his relatives and kin,
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carrying in common with him the inherited organic set from a remoter common
ancestry. In all these he lives and moves and has his being. They constitute his,
literally, natio, the inwardness of his nativity, and in Europe every inch of his
non-human environment wears the effects of their action upon it and breathes
their spirit. The America he comes to, besides Europe, is Nature virgin and
inviolate: it does not guide him with ancestral blazings: externally he is cut off
from the past. Internally: whatever else he changes, he cannot change his
grandfather. (Culture and Democracy 86)
Kallen argued that the non-native remained tethered to his “ancestry” and his birthplace
in an introspective, psychological sense. Since someone who had moved away from their
native place could not find “ancestral blazings” in a “non-human environment” which
had been inhabited by generations of ancestors, they had a different psychology. This
special mindset of the non-native was produced by “the inwardness of his nativity.”
Uprooted from the place of birth and hereditary, the non-native carried their origins in the
mind. “Internally,” the migrant had never really moved.
Kallen’s work signifies the proper beginning of something that had been present
in an inchoate form in all the other works surveyed so far in this introduction. He
adumbrated the convoluted type of consciousness produced by transmigration to
America. This consciousness of being born twice over, as Antin thought of it, could
imply a sense of lost innocence or fallen grace. Yet it also appeared as more developed,
modern, and sophisticated than the “native”—here defined as any non-migrant, but
always carrying within it the implied or implicated sense of also referring to a colonized
people.
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Twentieth century Jewish writers demurred from nineteenth-century invocations
of empire as a grandiose project. But their literary discourse was nevertheless bound up
in colonial distinctions between native and settler, (manual) worker and (mental)
manager. As they turned inwards and began to anatomize the migrant mind in all its
complexity and perceived sophistication, they identified themselves with an emergent
cadre of leaders and movers in a world increasingly bifurcated by a global colour line. Of
course, this higher consciousness did not pertain to all migrants. Antin stipulated that
only those who undertook “voluntary emigration” were specially equipped with “the
physical and moral virtues” required for cultural and political work (They Who Knock
64). Enslaved or indentured workers, or anyone whose migration had been stipulated by
imperial administrations, were excluded from the preferred category of the non-native.
Antin held up Jewish immigrants to the U.S. as twentieth century parallels to the
original settlers, emphasizing their intellectually pioneering attitude as the liberalcapitalist equivalent to daring ventures on the colonial frontier. To Michael Gold, a
staunch American Stalinist, such a comparison produced guilt, not triumph. Gold’s novel
Jews Without Money was a memoir styled in the light of its author’s commitment to
“proletarian art” and working-class literature. For all its insistence on the category of
proletarian identity of U.S. immigrants however, Gold’s sole novel also entailed an
ambivalent reckoning with migration as an act continuous with displacement. “The Red
Indians once inhabited the East Side; then came the Dutch, the English, the Irish, then the
Germans, Italians, and Jews. Each group left its deposits, as in geology” (Jews Without
Money 184). Gold’s sense that immigrant New York was a space with a deep colonial
history was informed by his readings in Anglo-Marxism and Comintern anti-colonialism.
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These discourses disrupted his sense of immigrant radical solidarity, casting shadows of
colonial complicity over the bright horizons of a revolutionary future.
Whether pro- or anti-imperial, Lazarus, Zangwill, Goldman, and Berkman had all
believed that they could act decisively as Jews on American grounds to further their
political cause. In the case of Jewish writers who explored the continuity between
immigrants and settlers, however, this confidence dissipated. For many writers—Antin
included—political Zionism held out promises where American belonging appeared to be
mired in the violent history of the new world. The U.S.-born Zionist Ludwig Lewisohn
made spiritual homelessness amongst American Jews the theme of his novel Island
Within—a generational saga about the descendants of a Lithuanian Rabbi. The novel ends
with its protagonist, a New York psychoanalyst named Arthur, feeling the call of his
origin. Traveling up the Hudson for a day trip, Arthur sensed he “was poised here, not
placed. This sky, this river, these trees, this monument in the distance, the boom and roar
of life that came to him faintly from far away--all these things that he loved and with
which he lived were in some fashion divided from his soul” (Island Within 108).
We are prone, as literary readers and critics, to hear these words as a
psychological formula expressing modern anomie and the individual’s struggle to adjust
to social norms. But they also refer to a very particular history of displacement and
resettlement. Lewisohn’s protagonist is “poised here, not placed” because of the
generational history of Jews being uprooted and transplanted. Arthur’s feeling of unease
is the product of a history of demographic shifts.
Jewish writers recognized precarity and mobility as elements of Jewish history,
but they also recognized that migration and displacement were absolutely fundamental
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aspects of American politics and culture, too. Thus they wrote Jewish biography and
American literature at one and the same time. In their work, questions of identification
and personal discomfort reflected geopolitical questions about borders and citizenship
with unusual directness. Later in the twentieth century, Jewish authors “poised” in the
American mainstream would come to be associated with more internal forms of awkward
detachment, whether through cerebral introspection (Saul Bellow), ambiguous erotic guilt
(Philip Roth), neurotic self-reflection, or wry humour. Earlier in the twentieth century,
these same forms of distance and irony were directly connected to stories of migration
through states that compelled, encouraged, or blocked population movement.
The “political history of displacement” that moved writers around the world in
the twentieth century has, as Lindsey Stonebridge observes, been overshadowed by an
idea of self-imposed exile which became central to modernist art and its “aesthetic
liberation from the constraints of territorial sovereignty” (8). Stonebridge analyses the
way refugee writers in the mid-century, including Hannah Arendt and Franz Kafka,
represented statelessness as the dark underbelly of literary cosmopolitanism. The writers
examined in my dissertation were not stateless and did not consider themselves refugees,
yet they were keenly aware of the borderlines between the privileges of citizenship and
the possibilities of mass expulsion or ethnic violence. In a way sometimes conscious and
sometimes not, they all associated the precarity of the Jewish people with the history of
American space, in which some found refuge while others suffered colonial genocide and
exploitation.
“Poised here, not placed” summarizes the ambivalence about America that arose
from a history of moving from a place of native endangerment to a site of safety and
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refuge elsewhere: of shifting from being Europe’s internal outsider to attaining
integration in Europe’s former outer periphery. It is the literary signature of an
ambivalent group of Jewish intellectuals, all of whom were deeply and often painfully
cognizant of their entry into a colonial space and an imperial political order when they
arrived in America. The political and geopolitical dimensions of the books, plays, and
pamphlets they wrote have remained submerged, so long as they have been understood as
texts about a particularly American social experience of assimilation. In another sense,
however, the very ease with which Jewish writers have been domesticated into American
literary culture only confirms the connection between Jewish migration and America’s
own histories of displacement that I am highlighting in this dissertation.

Exceptionalism at the Moment of U.S. Imperialism
Despite the fraught acknowledgment of histories of displacement and imperialism, an
optimistic note can be discerned throughout the works of these writers. Almost without
exception, they recognized that American migration allowed Jews to leave behind the
marginal position they occupied in other imperial states (Russia, Austria-Hungary, even
post-emancipation France and Britain). Lazarus’s “Mother of Exiles,” Zangwill’s “The
Melting-Pot, Antin’s “Promised Land” and even Cahan’s socialist metropolis all helped
furnish a new American exceptionalism at the turn of the century—one which focused on
immigrant salvation rather than the territorial expansion and political republicanism of
the earlier nineteenth century.
Jewish writers believed that the “double cosmopolitanism” Jews attained by
moving to America cancelled out Jewish strangeness. As Antin would argue, in a country
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made by settlers, the “alien” Jew was no longer an outsider. Outcasts of the nations, Jews
could find refuge in America because it was not a nation, but a broader and more
cosmopolitan (and imperial) kind of polity. In America Jews were not an exceptional
populace, because the U.S. was itself an exceptional polity with a flexible citizenry, an
expansive constitutional order, and a seemingly endless capacity for physical and
economic growth.
Jewish writers were ideologues or critics of American exceptionalism. Either
way, they thought about America in juxtaposition against the other imperial states
through which they had moved. The strong connection between Jewish writers and ideas
of America’s uniqueness complicates the way Jewish writers can be understood to have
thought about America as an imperial state. U.S. imperialism at the turn-of-the-century
has been seen as a phenomenon obscured by American exceptionalism. America’s
“exceptional” status means that it cannot be an empire. Critics like Amy Kaplan and
Donald Pease have argued that part of the ideological function of American
exceptionalism was to disguise the facts of American empire.2 Insofar as Jews looked to
America to find refuge from the miseries of the Romanovs, the inequalities of the
Habsburgs, and the prejudices of the Victorians, Jewish writers could and did contribute
to the idea that America was fundamentally different from the old world empires.
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Amy Kaplan and Donald Pease eds. Cultures of United States Imperialism (Durham
NC: Duke UP, 1993) Amy Kaplan The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of U.S. Culture
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Yet exceptionalism and imperialism have a more entangled relationship than the
stark bifurcation of empire-or-exception implies. Jewish writers who wrote in the vein of
exceptionalism at the high water-mark of U.S. imperialism reveal that entangled history.
We tend to speak of American exceptionalism as a stable, trans-historical entity. Yet
there are at least two historically and conceptually separate iterations of the idea that
America’s place in the world is unique. Exceptionalism shifted grounds at the turn of the
twentieth century, as America emerged from its status as a vast colonial space and
became a metropolitan super-power.
Many of the texts studied here express the seeming paradox of a colonial
metropolis. They combine a colonial-agrarian sense of America’s “wild and wooly”
expanses, of which “there is enough….to go around for years to come,” while also
describing urban-industrial social politics and international diplomacy.3 Jewish writers in
the age of mass migration witnessed a transition from one imperial moment—continental
expansion following settler frontiers—to another epoch, characterized by international
“dollar diplomacy,” imperial annexation, and financial imperialism. This schematic
distinction must not be overemphasized. There are significant continuities between the
two eras of imperial development. The speculatively-financed railroad infrastructure that
drove the frontier homestead boom, for example, provides an earlier periodization and a
continental locale for financial imperialism.4 Conversely, the use of racist discourses of
indigneity and blackness in the annexation and administration of the Philippines shows
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the twentieth century, Pacific afterlife of a centuries-old American colonialism.5 Still, the
distinction between continental settling and latter-day imperialism holds in terms of the
methods and ideologies of their promulgation. Moreover, the two periods and forms of
empire percolated into culture in very different ways.
Jewish migrant writers were instrumental in adapting the American
exceptionalism of an earlier historical period to fit the age of the industrial metropolis.
Before the Civil War, American intellectuals and writers had deemed the U.S. exempt
from European crises: class war, violent regime changes, and destructive conflicts. The
intellectual historian Dorothy Ross summarizes the antebellum American exceptionalist
worldview:
by moving ever westward and subduing nature, Americans could become an
empire for liberty and regenerate their virtue. They could relegate history to the
past while they acted out their destiny in the realm of nature. Drawing on the
perpetually self-renewing dynamism of nature, they could develop in space rather
than in time.
This vision of the unique place America occupied in history was the core
of a set of ideas I will call American exceptionalism. Standing at the westernmost
culmination of European history, the United States would not follow Europe into
a historical future. American progress would be a quantitative multiplication and
elaboration of its founding institutions, not a process of qualitative change. . .
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America, unlike Europe, would forestall the mass poverty and class conflict that
modernity appeared to be creating in Britain. (26-7)
Ross emphasizes the antebellum prevalence of the belief that America was not bound to
history. Yet the Civil War punctuated this serene national imaginary. “For the first time,
Americans were forced into an awareness of historicism as a premise of their own world”
(58).
Ross’s emphasis on “historicism” is derived from J.G.A. Pocock’s argument that
the founding fathers both adopted and adapted the republicanism of Nicollò Machiavelli
and James Harrington. American revolutionaries sought to procure a republic that would
be exempt from the secular time that seemed to ineluctably bind old world republics to
the decline-and-fall model of Ancient Rome. In order to safeguard virtú and prevent
endemic corruption, they envisaged America as an exceptional republic that substituted,
for the decline-bound trajectories of other republics’ secular time, a limitless growth in a
vast and expandable territory.
Pocock pointed out that the belief in America’s exceptional republic involved a
contradictory relationship to empire. On one hand, imperialism—the bad version of
ancient Rome—was the opposite of America’s republicanism. Early American
exceptionalists worried that the “imperial conquests” of the new American nation, having
“rendered them secure against foreign and aboriginal enemies, now faced them with the
threat of [internal] corruption” (Pocock 510). On the other hand, America’s difference
from other republics was based on the fact of its space—a space found, procured, and
developed through imperialism. It was by growing away from Europe, according to the
“medieval doctrine of translatio imperii,” that Americans would escape the turmoil and
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corruptions of the old world’s dynastic states (511). American exceptionalism was
radically ambivalent about empire because imperial power was always a threat to
republican virtú, yet it was only through imperial expansion that corruption could be
staved off.
America fled empire via imperial expansion. This paradox resonated throughout
antebellum American literature. It is central to the drama of flight and fate in Herman
Melville’s Moby-Dick. Michael Paul Rogin’s classic account of Melville’s work
emphasizes its imperial, expansionist allegory and the problems it implied for
exceptionalist views of the American republic:
Manifest Destiny lured America across the continent and to the shores of
Fedallah’s Asia. The agents of westward expansion, removing the Indians in their
path, promised a life of egoistic independence. The snare into which Indians led
white Americans was baited with independence; it trapped them in slavery.
Manifest Destiny twinned whites with Indians and promised them freedom. That
claim to freedom, in the wake of the Mexican War, twinned them with slaves.
(126)
If only pessimistic visionaries like Melville could see the “impending crisis” after the
Mexican War,6 the Civil War popularized what a few apocalyptic intellectuals had
foretold. The bloody conflict of 1861-1865, together with the industrialization which
followed, it spelled the decisive end to an optimistic belief that America stood outside of
the temporality and historical patterns that governed social change in Europe and
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elsewhere. America’s crisis was forged by the very forces supposed to absolve it of
historical ruptures: expansionism and imperial opportunity.
What Ross calls “the exceptionalist vision” (61) had to be radically revised to
accommodate the historical fact of the Civil War and the social facts of immigration and
urbanization that remade America as a metropolitan economy with a centralized
infrastructure in the periods now referred to (in dichotomous terms even though they
overlapped considerably) as The Gilded Age and The Progressive Era.7 American
exceptionalism would prove pliable enough not just to accommodate postbellum
immigration and European-style industrial capitalism, but to center upon these
phenomena. This is the latter-day exceptionalism that the Jewish writers at the center of
this study helped to make.
Donald Pease summarizes the latter-day, twentieth-century iteration of American
uniqueness.
As a classificatory scheme, American exceptionalism has been said to refer to
clusters of absent (feudal hierarchies, class conflicts, socialist labor party, trade
unionism, and divisive ideological passions) and present (a predominant middle
class, tolerance for diversity, upward mobility, hospitality toward immigrants, a
shared constitutional faith, and liberal individualism) elements that putatively set
America apart from other national cultures. While descriptions of these particulars
may have differed, the more or less agreed upon archive concerned with what
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made America exceptional would include the following phrases: America is a
moral exception (the “City on the Hill”); America is a nation with a “Manifest
Destiny”; America is the “Nation of Nations”; America is an “Invincible Nation.”
(The New American 10)
In order to manage the change that imperilled it, American exceptionalism split the
nature of that historical change into good and bad factors. American ideologues annexed
certain attributes of industrial capitalism—social mobility, immigrant access, liberal
individualism and secularism—and proclaimed them as U.S. virtues. Other elements
were ejected as foreign (and, increasingly as the twentieth-century wore on, eastern,
communist, and Soviet): including industrial tyranny, social redistribution, and
revolutionary conflict.8
As religiously-marked immigrants who experienced social mobility, Jews could
figure all the new virtues of American exceptionalism after it had risen phoenix-like from
its Civil War grave. They seemed to spell a movement of old world “caste” to a class
structure which, unlike Europe’s, did not threaten to break out into all-out war.9 Yet at
the same time, the disproportionate numbers of socialists and anarchists amongst Jews, as
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well as the energies they poured into proto-welfare systems like Workers’ Associations
and Landsmanschaften, meant that Jews could also appear decidedly un-American.10
By emphasizing the imperial politics and dilemmas of Jewish writers, Non-Native
Grounds explains how and why Jews became important figures for a new American
exceptionalism. Migrant Jews at the turn of the century became either ideologues or
critics of the imperialism over which exceptionalism had always hedged. They wrote
themselves into American literary history by engaging with an emergent U.S.
exceptionalism that pivoted away from isolationism and toward the world, and which
therefore came to be heavily invested in the figure of the immigrant and the “new”
American.
A new twentieth-century exceptionalism would leave behind the embarrassing
notion that a slaveholding and colonial America was somehow consecrated to liberty,
impervious to historical change, and unassailable on either moral or political grounds. In
the place of that erstwhile optimism about the U.S. itself, exceptionalism shifted grounds
to emphasize America’s capacity to take in the pariahs and discontents of other states.
Jewish writers helped to produce this latter-day iteration of U.S. exceptionalism. They
were responsible for some of its key formulations
In the hands of these writers, immigration ceased to be just another symptom of
the globalization of a once-separate American polity. It became the central focus for a
discourse, expressed in images of immigrant haven, refugee welcome, and the meltingpot, which insisted that the U.S. could become closer to the outside world, both
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demographically and geopolitically, while still remaining unique. Immigrants signified
the mixed nature of America’s population, but also underscored new responsibilities that
the U.S. might assume in relation to other states and their conflicts.11
The writers examined in this study used a variety of literary forms to figure and
discuss a muddled political image of the U.S., which turned on the relationship between
the arrival of immigrants in America and the entry of America upon the world stage. An
imperial America whose uniqueness and political possibility was defined by its embrace
of needy migrants could remain exceptional while freely giving up the ostensible
imperviousness to world affairs that had defined its special character earlier in the
nineteenth century.

Exile, Insurrectionary, Settler
The importance of America to the Jewish immigrant and the Jewish immigrant to
America was expressed in different ways. I have organized this study around a tripartite
scheme in an attempt to give taxonomical order to a proliferating and generative literary
idea. In the three chapters that follow, three different versions are given of the trope of
the Jewish immigrant whose global itinerary helped identify and politicize America’s
imperial relationship to other parts of the world outside of explicit sites of U.S.
annexation.
First, are the “Exiles” (Chapter 1), Jewish refugees from the Russian empire as
imagined by the American Jew Emma Lazarus and the Anglo-Jewish Israel Zangwill.
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Lazarus and Zangwill portrayed Jews as “denationalized” subjects who could only be
rehoused in a supra-national, imperial order—so long as they were neither subjects of
empire, as in Russia, or active agents in the dirty work of empire. Lazarus imagined
Jewish exiles being accommodated in America as part of a social remedy to a postbellum
sense of crisis. Jewish exiles housed in America redeemed U.S. history and reunited
North and South, in a progressive empire that provided refuge to global wanderers.
Zangwill turned Lazarus’s image of the Statue of Liberty into a more internationalist
symbol of America as a new type of imperial space that exceeded the nations of the Old
Continent through its cosmopolitan demographics.
Lazarus used the Jewish exile to reimagine American exceptionalism after the
divisions and bloodletting of the Civil War, breathing new life into the moral purpose of
an ever-growing U.S. empire. Zangwill adapted Lazarus’s exile figure (which was itself
already modelled in part on George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda) to urge America to take up
the mantle of the British Empire in the new discussions of a world order during a period
of Great Power strife. This new world order was predicated on the problem of refugees
and the possibilities of empire as a solution to those problems. Zangwill and Lazarus
placed the Jewish exile squarely in the context of contemporary discussions about the
territorial extent and demographic repopulation of imperial space. The literary and
political discourses through which they did so comprise the subject of the first chapter.
The second chapter presents the counterweight to those Jewish writers who
celebrated the progressive potential of American empire and its advantages for Jews.
These are the “Insurrectionaries” (Chapter 2). They are Abraham Cahan, Emma Goldman
and Alexander Berkman: migrant American heirs of (and in the case of Cahan, former
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participants in) the Russian revolutionary underground. Rather than seeing America as a
space for Jewish salvation, these writers lamented the absence, on American grounds, of
the cross-religious and pan-imperial solidarities they had known in the Russian
revolutionary movement.12 They recognized that pogroms against Jews in Russia were an
especial form of political violence that accompanied and buttressed economic
subjugation of the peasantry. Crucially, they did not see this as a particularly Russian
problem that they had left behind by travelling to America.13 The Russian empire was not
America’s opposite but its mirror for these writers, who traced a geography of empire
linking the U.S. to Russia across the Pacific (the theatre of so many U.S. imperial
operations right into the twentieth century) as well as the Atlantic.
Where Lazarus and Zangwill had celebrated the U.S. as a place where economic
development meant that political violence could be rendered anachronistic, Goldman,
Berkman and Cahan understood capitalist development and political violence to be
inextricably interlinked. Their theory of empire rested on this mixture of “old” forms of
political violence and seemingly novel, less palpable and more ambiguous forms of
exploitation.14 If America was a “safer” place to be a Jew, this only meant that Jews had
to think and work harder to forge an effective role for themselves within an anti-imperial
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vanguard. My second chapter follows these inter-imperial writers as they discussed
problems and potentials of solidarity on U.S. grounds, using the Russian empire (or, after
1917, ex-empire) as an illuminating comparison for American conditions.
Finally, there are the “Settlers,” Mary Antin and Michael Gold (Chapter 3). These
writers spanned the political spectrum from liberal individualism to Bolshevism. Across
their ideological differences, they synthesized the Exiles’ belief in America’s opportunity
with the Insurrectionaries’ sense that such opportunity was purchased with violence and
exploitation. Writers who raised the rubric of the Settler knew that America’s promise to
immigrants was part and parcel of the exploitative and genocidal treatment of its own
internal outsiders. Immigrants could function as latter-day settlers, displacing the claims
of indigenous and black America. Furthermore, they did this while still making America
appear in the light of multicultural liberty.
“Settler” writers were not exclusively concerned with American history. They
looked at the long stretch of migrations across new world spaces as part and parcel of a
global worldview. This worldview was focused on sites of Jewish emigration and
immigration that would prove crucial to the imperial geopolitics of the mid-century U.S:
the Middle East and the Soviet Union. Antin and her friend Horace Kallen sought to
globalize an updated version of settler America through political Zionism. Their writings
furnish a new perspective on U.S. Zionism, in which the desire to settle Jews in Palestine
emerges, not in tension with American assimilation, but as a direct corollary of the
successful integration of Jewish immigrants into the settler space of America. Antin
provided a psychological account of latter-day settlers in order to foreground their
transmittable characteristics and argue that America’s social order could be replicated
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elsewhere. Zangwill had made this argument, but he pleaded at the table of imperial
Great Powers to accede space and resources to Jewish colonists. Antin and Kallen were
arguing that Jews, as modern settlers par excellence, could by themselves build up
modern Americas across the world.
Gold, on the other hand, sought to Americanize the art and social politics of
Bolshevik Russia. This entailed adapting the futurist ideals of the October Revolution and
the modernizing projects of the Stalin Revolution into an American idiom. Gold found
that the American vernacular of the Comintern’s global language of revolutionary
advancement was indelibly colonial. On American grounds, Soviet-style technocratic
dreams merged with facts of colonial development.15 And in U.S. literature, the ideal and
vision of the class warrior verged with the canonization of the race warrior in the cowboy
and pioneer imagery that Gold used to forge a popular and recognizably American
working-class novel. Gold wanted to write on behalf of all-American proletarians but
found himself caught on the snares of U.S. race. He was too stubborn and swaggering to
attend to this with appropriate care. His work evinces, alongside its use of the pioneer and
cowboy tropes that symbolized colonial genocide, a confusing mix of pan-racial
solidarity, racial ventriloquism, and outright racism. This mixture symptomatizes his
confusion about America’s mixed status as a colonial and metropolitan society, and about
the Jew’s twinned status there as oppressed worker and privileged settler.16
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Gold tried to write a programmatic and propagandistic literature for the
revolution-to-come. He ended up producing a literary document riven with guilt about the
American newcomer’s indelible involvement in the different kinds of revolution that had
already made American space: the colonial revolutions that had torn up indigenous land
relations and communalities; the settler revolution that had wrested colonial governance
into a national form that was still colonial in its expansiveness and the industrial
revolution that re-tuned U.S. development to the key of western Europe, turning the
ideology of U.S. exceptionalism on its head while preparing the way for a truly
exceptional form of world-hegemon status. In Gold’s work, confusion and a guilty
conscience index the historical contradictions of early-mid-century U.S. geopolitics.

Afterlives
It is apt that this dissertation ends on Michael Gold, for with him starts a new literarypolitical history of Jews and American world-politics. A generation of American-born
Jewish intellectuals cohered in opposition to Gold and the magazine for which he served
as literary editor, The New Masses. Perceiving Gold and his comrades as dangerous
Stalinists in their politics and stodgy philistines in the cultural field, Lionel Trilling and
the other literary intellectuals around the initially Trotskyite relaunching of Partisan
Review formed the backbone of the Cold War cultural front that has come to be known as
the “New York Intellectuals.”
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Before Trilling had become associated with the modernist-liberal culture opposed
to Gold’s Stalinist realism he, like Gold, reviewed Lewisohn’s Island Within. Trilling
wrote his review for the Jewish Menorah Journal (one of whose founders was Horace
Kallen), and railed against Lewisohn’s decision to write about Jewishness at a time when
Trilling thought American books ought to focus on the social problems of the
Depression. 17 Gold, on the other hand, reviewed Island Within for the communist New
Masses and took issue with Lewisohn’s treatment of Jewish themes, not his attention to
them. In fact, Gold greeted the work of the psychoanalytical and Zionist Lewisohn with
considerably more interest than Trilling, who railed against what he deemed to be
Lewisohn’s solipsistic Jewish preoccupations.18 Gold simply pleaded with Lewisohn:
“Let the world remain the tragic fatherland of the Jew.”19 Where Trilling had wished
Lewisohn had left off Jewish material altogether, Gold expressed his disappointment that
Lewisohn had not maintained the diasporic interconnections between Jewish travails and
other social problems.
Viewing Gold and Trilling from the pre-war vantage of their reviews of
Lewisohn, rather than through the retrospective optics of the Cold War, allows us to see
that their differences lay in vantage and scope as much as in ideological commitment.
Trilling wanted Jews to assimilate into American society via high British and European
culture. He saw cosmopolitanism and secularism as ways to national assimilation. Gold
wanted Jews to assimilate into global workers’ movements via the adoption of vernacular
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literary cultures, like his own all-American tough-guy realism. Trilling cosmopolitanized
American culture in order to assimilate the international Jew into an emerging national
elite. Gold Americanized Comintern-stipulated aesthetics in order to plug the Jewish
question into anticolonial and anti-capitalist struggles across the globe.
The terms on which Trilling and Gold disagreed in the thirties show a different
scope and scale to the normal frame of Jewish literary figures in mid-century America.
Alan Wald has pointed out the strangeness of the fact that “the New York intellectuals, a
group of one-time rebels and outsiders, became so well integrated into American culture”
(The New York Intellectuals 8). Through that domestication of one-time anti-orthodox
leftists, the international and often radical politics of Jewish literary intellectuals were
likewise domesticated.
The bifurcations and nationalism of the Cold War period enabled Jewish literary
intellectuals to be assimilated, apparently seamlessly, into American culture.20 They
became particularly identified with American liberalism insofar as they served as implicit
or proxy dissidents from a Russia whose pre-Soviet regime so many of their ancestors
had once fled. It is that Cold War moment, and its production of vast works on American
Jewish culture like Irving Howe’s The World of Our Fathers and Ronald Sanders’s
Downtown Jews, that has led to the retrospective Americanization of “Jewish
internationalists,” as Wald calls them (The New York Intellectuals 27). This
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domestication in terms of geography did not necessarily entail a parallel political
domestication: Sanders and Howe both sympathized with the radicals and socialists
whom they portrayed amongst turn-of-the-century migrant Jews. Yet the rightward trend
of literary intellectuals, tracked by Richard Pells and Michael Kimmage as well as Wald,
has allowed that radicalism to remain anchored in the past and remain attached to a
heroic generation of ancestral idealists.21
It is from one of the New York Intellectuals that this dissertation lifts its title.
Alfred Kazin’s On Native Grounds, published in 1942, is a contribution to the critical
literature on American realism that begun when interwar leftist critics like Granville
Hicks and Vernon Parrington sought to bring American literature into international repute
while also introducing social phenomena and class analysis into the cloistered domains of
belles-lettres.22 The late fiction of William Dean Howells, with its startled awareness of
radicalism, immigrant life, and poverty, proved an important topos for these critics.23 It is
in Howells that Kazin found the title for his thematic treatment of turn-of-the-century
U.S. literature. “A man is not born in his native country for no reason,” quoted Kazin
from Howells’s correspondence (51). Kazin then proceeded to analyse Howells’s literary
declarations of independence as the cultural corollary to the fact that “American industry
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[was] cut loose from its dependence on European capital” (52-3). Keen to accredit
himself in the culture in which he was born but his parents were not, Kazin insisted on
tying American literature to its “native” conditions.
Writing about the native grounds of American literature meant two things at once.
It required rooting American letters in its material conditions, and it meant isolating
American writers from the European counterparts under whom they had suffered the
opprobrium of relative provincialism. Kazin’s work comes from a moment when
American intellectuals were pointing with newfound pride at their compatriot artists, just
as America was once again proving itself “the arsenal of democracy,” and was looking
both backwards and forwards to what Henry Luce called (one year before Kazin
published his book) “the American century.”24
It was a part of that new American pride that a Jewish son of Yiddish-speaking
immigrants could lay claim to the high cultural priests of a recently exclusively Waspish
literary domain. On Native Grounds is a statement of Kazin’s identity—as ethnic
American and U.S. professional—as well as a statement about American culture. Praising
modern, homegrown American literature proved a means for the immigrants’ son to
carve out a niche as a native critic. Kazin Americanized himself and interpreted the
meaning of Americanness as he did so. The cosmopolitan Jew as “native” critic was not a
traditional model of national belonging. Instead, it entailed membership in a culture that
had world-reaching effects, and which was ostensibly open to people who had been born
anywhere in the world. The aim of this dissertation, and the reason for its historical focus
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on the “Age of Empire” and the moment of U.S. imperialism, is to show the imperial
underpinnings to this mid-to-late-twentieth-century vision of cosmopolitan America.

Native Sons and Non-Native Grounds
Kazin presented himself a native critic of American literature at the same moment as
Jews in Europe were being rooted out, rounded up, and massacred as hostile aliens. My
adaptation of Kazin’s title emphasizes that Jews’ stance on America, for at least seven
decades before the Holocaust, invariably circled round the fact that they could be safe on
non-native grounds where they were radically imperilled in their native towns and cities
in the central and eastern European heartlands of the world’s Jewish population.
Two decades after the war, James Baldwin pointed out that Jews found salvation
in an American homeland that remained dangerous, hostile, and exploitative to its own
black native sons.
The Jewish travail occurred across the sea and America rescued him from the
house of bondage. But America is the house of bondage for the Negro, and no
country can rescue him. What happens to the Negro here happens because he is
an American. (9)
Comparing refugee redemption to hostile domestic politics, Baldwin pointed out that
there was no exit for Black Americans from the country that proved propitious for
Europe’s Jews: “because he is a native of your country” Baldwin wrote to white
Americans, the African American “has, effectively, no recourse or place to go” (9).
Baldwin wrote these words in a dramatically-titled 1967 article, “Negroes Are
Anti-Semitic Because They Are Anti-White.” Baldwin lamented the fact that Black
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Americans in “Ghettoes” found themselves reliant upon, and thus hostile towards, Jewish
landlords and small businessmen, whose steep prices and lack of regulatory oversight
they were forced to accept. When Jewish community leaders and writers complained
about Black antisemitism, they overlooked the fact that Jewish claims to a safe berth in
America Europe were enacted in ways that displaced or ignored the plight of those who
had long suffered danger, immiseration and violence there. The post-WWII and postCivil Rights discourse of Jewish-black relations will be discussed further below, but here
it is important to note that the non-native grounds in which Jews enjoyed refuge were, as
amply demonstrated by Baldwin’s collection Notes from a Native Son (and its titular
reference-point, Richard Wright’s Native Son) bitterly and unambiguously hostile to an
incredibly large minority of its native-born citizens.
This discrepancy between Jewish migrants and black Americans points to a
complicated history of shifting colonial relationships, which became particularly
conspicuous in 1967, but which also pertains to the earlier period that concerns this
project. 1967 also saw Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton pointing out that black
ghettoes constituted a case of “internal colonialism” inside the U.S. metropolis.25
Carmichael applied anticolonial theory to zones of the American city where separate
rules and conditions concerning rent, labour, and distribution applied. Taken together,
Baldwin’s deconstruction of “black antisemitism,” and Carmichael and Hamilton’s
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description of the internal colonies in which black-Jewish antagonism occurred,
underscore the fact that late twentieth-century race relations in the U.S. cannot be
properly apprized without advertence to ongoing histories of empire and colonialism.
Looking back from 1967 to the high era of American and European imperialism, it
becomes clear that discussions of “the whitening of American Jews” or “Jewish-Black
relationships in the U.S.” would be well served by moving from a national framework to
an imperial one.
At the very same moment that activist intellectuals in America were bringing
colonialism into discussions of domestic politics, the global discourse on Zionism shifted
from seeing Israel as a product of Jewish nationalism to viewing the origin and politics of
the Jewish state as phenomena linked to imperialism. As well as Baldwin’s comparison
of Jew’s liberation and Black subjugation and Carmichael’s application of anticolonial
theory to America, 1967 was the year of the Arab-Israeli conflict that would later be
named the Six-Day War. Israel’s annexations of the Golan Heights, the Sinai, the Gaza
Strip and the West Bank after its rapid victory over Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian
forces saw an expansionist Jewish State being critiqued as an imperial polity on a new
scale, and enjoying a new militaristic image.26 Carmichael himself wrote about the
struggle of Black Americans and Palestinians side by side, in a 1968 article “The Black
American and Palestinian Revolutions.”27 After the Six-Day War, Israel appeared in the
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light of an imperial project.28 Simultaneously, American Jews became increasingly
invested in, and articulate about, their relationship to Israel. Irving Howe—the social
democrat author of The World of Our Fathers and translator of Yiddish fiction--found it
incumbent upon him to articulate his “happiness” about the existence of the State of
Israel while maintaining that this did not make him a “Zionist.”29
As Amy Kaplan argues, adapting Benny Morris’s notion of the righteous victim,
Americans identified with post-1967 Israel as an “invincible victim,” a complex image of
U.S.-Israeli solidarity that affirmed Israel’s moral rectitude, “restored its role as David
and countered the rival image of Israel as a heartless conqueror and colonial power” (Our
American Israel 99). American journalists and politicians turned to the paradoxical image
of an invincible victim in order to use Israel as a mirror for Vietnam-era America,
emphasizing the reluctant mantle of oversight and policing which reflected back to the
U.S. its own insistence on moral and strategic distinctions between itself and (other)
imperial polities. Black Americans were pointing to imperial dimensions of domestic life
in America at the same time, however, making it harder for America to see itself in the
light of Israel as a virtuous democracy unfortunately entangled in conflicts with
intractable enemies. And as Black Americans were writing about internal colonialism in
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the U.S. Palestinians were calling global attention to imperial methods of control in the
West Bank.
In this context, Jews were forced to consider themselves as politically privileged
and empowered, not just in America but abroad too—that is to say, as imperial subjects
rather than the victims of empire. Critics like Jennifer Glaser have called 1967 a
“benchmark” year for Jewish relations to U.S. race, citing racially-motivated violence in
New Jersey and Los Angeles as well as the Six-Day War.30 Black Power leaders and
members of the Black Panthers saw this conjunction not through “Jewishness” (which
has implicitly involved, for post-1948 American Jews at least, both the U.S. and Israel),
but through “capitalist imperialism.”31
The turmoil of 1967 sheds light on a prior generation, even as it has hitherto
functioned as an impasse to retrospect that has provided a limiting, national, domestic,
and comparative frame for interpreting Jewish cultural production in relation to U.S.
history and multi-ethnic culture. Turn-of-the-century Jewish writers also saw American
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conditions to be connected with global phenomena—from foreign revolutions to Jewish
settlement in Palestine—via “capitalist imperialism,” whether critically (like Berkman
and Goldman) or approvingly (as in the work of Zangwill and Antin). 1967 thus helps
guide us back to a time when Jews’ diasporic identity was far more ambiguous—though
no less imperilled and precarious--than the status of victimhood that it accrued after its
horrendous encounter with fascist genocide.
The global frame of imperialism that concerned intellectuals thinking about Jews,
indigenous people, and African Americans in 1967 has faded under the glare of
American bi-raciality. Jewish difference has been seen to apply only in Europe, while
racial differentiation in America means the colour line. This is the geographic logic
underpinning the notion that black Americans were “America’s Jews.”32 The Austrian
novelist Joseph Roth wrote in the Wandering Jews that refugees found safe harbour in
America “[n]ot because they really are all that serious about liberty in the new country,
but because they have people who are more Jewish than Jews, which is to say the
Negroes” (102). In terms of its use by historical actors, the comparison has proven
generative and has been usefully studied by Eric Sundquist, Lori Harrison-Kahan, and
Jennifer Glaser. As an analytic to be used for historical and cultural thinking, the
comparison is facile. Jews were often left alone in feudal Europe; the Medieval ghettoes
of Europe cannot be compared to the “Dark Ghettoes” of black-white segregation to
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which they lent their name in the twentieth century.33 As European societies became
expansive and mercantilist, Jews served as merchants and intermediaries: “service
nomads,” not slave labor.34
In a post-Civil Rights context, Black-Jewish comparisons have tended to lead to
discussions of Jewish co-optation of black culture, rather than informing structural
analyses of the way the two groups fit into new world racial formations. Michael Paul
Rogin argued that Jews made Hollywood by transmogrifying black folk culture into
American mass entertainment, utilizing their ethnic ambiguity to masquerade as black
characters in Hollywood while always being reassuringly white.35 Lori Harrison-Kahan
has qualified Rogin’s analysis of Jewish “minstrelsy” by examining the differences
between male and female workers utilizing blackface in the culture industry. 36 Other
critics have remarked that comparing the history of Jews and the history of African
Americans has largely been a Jewish affair. “Daniel Iskovitz has pointed out that the
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black-Jewish dialogue is more often than not a black-Jewish monologue that speaks more
to Jewish identity and fantasies of interracial congress.”37
While comparisons between Jews-in-Europe and African Americans were
strategically deployed by black intellectuals like W.E.B. Du Bois and Claude McKay,38 a
later generation of African American writers, including Eldridge Cleaver, Harold Cruse
and Stokely Carmichael, repudiated the grounds of such claims. As we have seen, the
1960s intellectuals refuted the solidarity politics of the NAACP and the more contested
allegiances of the CPUSA by emphasizing the differences between Jews’ access to
American grounds and the black subordination that had gone into the very making of
those grounds. In a modification of the idea that African Americans are “America’s
Jews,” Cornel West argued African Americans absolved Jews of the European
experience of what it was to be a Jew: “by the time you get to America the situation is
quite different. Even amidst anti-Semitism, the anti-Black situation confers white-skin
privilege on Jews” (Lerner and West 67).
These kinds of argument, however salient and valid they may be, maintain
monolithic ideas of European conditions and the American situation. Their switches
between the two block off the transatlantic imperial framework that is needed to properly
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understand an earlier history of the Jewish political writer. The apparently
insurmountable Atlantic rift undergirding the comparison between African Americans
and European Jews is, as the arguments of West and the work of Rogin and Jennifer
Glazer attest, primarily an artefact of the Civil Rights era.
A different frame, produced by turn-of-the-century imperialism, is what concerns
us here. This dissertation’s texts and arguments require a different and not-quiteAmerican theoretical scaffolding for thinking about Jews and race, which goes through
the history of imperialism rather than via domestic comparisons within the U.S. that tend
to obviate the distinctions between different kinds of transmigration and immigration
among groups there.
This dissertation follows its authors in carefully weaving between precarity and
power with regard to its Jewish subjects. Often a precarious existence in one place makes
it necessary to seek routes out, which can only be forged by leveraging power elsewhere.
The same forms of danger that impelled pogrom refugees and stateless subjects to make
their way to Palestine and call on imperial powers to help settle Jews there can also be
seen at work in the American context, especially when we view America at the turn of
the century as an empire and not just as a “unique” nation. Patrick Wolfe writes with
regard to the creation of the State of Israel that “there is no necessary tension between
being a refugee and being a settler” (203). This dissertation argues that is worth
considering this mixture of two very different ways of thinking about demographic
movement in the U.S. context as well. This might sound contentious as an analytic claim,
but in this instance, it is not really an analytic claim at all. The texts themselves reiterate,
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again and again, the continuity between immigrants and settlers, and the reciprocity
between immigration and imperialism.
There is a vast corpus of critical work on Jewish literature in America.39 This
overlaps with an equally substantial critical corpus on Jews and American race.40 Debates
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in the former field tend to focus on analysing what is Jewish and what is American in
Jewish-American literature. This tendency places literary works by Jewish authors in two
separate geographical grids. This means, on the one hand, critical texts that compare or
interpret Jewish writers (Cahan, Henry Roth, Bernard Malamud, Cynthia Ozick, Philip
Roth, Saul Bellow) with or alongside canonical U.S. writers. On the other hand, there are
critics who deal with the effect of America (U.S, culture, geography, social opportunities)
on Jews, often with U.S.-Israeli and U.S-European comparisons. This dissertation is
informed by and responsive to these critical fields. Jonathan Freedman’s argument that
Jewish writers need to be examined in relations to specific minoritarian discourses in the
U.S. and not be so readily assimilated into the mainstream, is a particularly salient insight
that is both followed and contested in the following pages.41 Likewise, Lori HarrisonKahan’s provocation to think of Jewish writers in America beyond the habitual loci of
Castle Gardens, Ellis Island, and a small group of Jewish ghettoes in the urban NorthEast has informed this project’s focus on an altered sense of the geography of JewishAmerican literature.42
In another sense, however, it is the aim of this dissertation to draw Jewish writers
out of the critical conversations in which they have thus far been analysed, into a
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discussion on U.S. imperialism in which they have never featured, and into a global frme
of imperial racialization in which Jews have only occasionally emerged as historical
actors or objects of analysis. As the most elaborately represented of Europe’s internal
outsiders, Jews have served to complicate histories of race and empire. This fact often
drops out of discussions of Jews in America, partly because assimilation proved far easier
in the U.S. and Jews were never “internal outsiders” there. American Jews often served
instead as prime examples of what Matthew Frye Jacobson calls “whiteness of a different
color.”43 As such Jewish writers living in or writing about America have been included
within critical conversations on “ethnicity” or the “multiethnic” that carefully
distinguishes itself from discourse on “race,” which largely, and for obvious reasons, is
triangulated between white, indigenous, and black.44
By no means is this dissertation arguing that Jews should be entered in any
significant way into the relationship between white settlers, indigenous peoples, and
African Americans predominantly forced onto American grounds by the slave trade.
What this dissertation does argue is that the relative absence of racialization or prejudice
confronting Jews in the U.S. left Jewish writers with literary-political questions of a
global nature. What kind of polity was the non-antisemitic U.S., when antisemitism had
so marked every other industrial and/or imperial society comparable to it? Could
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American conditions be replicated elsewhere? And what were the corollaries of Jewish
integration within the U.S. in terms of its own structure of differences and distinctions?
By posing these questions, Jewish writers came to have a specific angle on
America, which derived from (and was formulated in relation to) their longstanding and
highly specific status in Europe. This dissertation argued that Jewish writer’s angle on
America was politically contentious in a way that has long gone unacknowledged. Jews
cast a specific light on America because they smoothly moved into Euro-American
society from European locales in which they still—or only recently--occupied strange
positions: between landed classes and peasantries; between absolutist rulers and
international institutions of finance; and between classes and castes that were organized
around occupational hierarchies from which they were excluded, and ecclesiastical
hierarchies within which they were irrelevant.45 In many European societies, the so-called
Jewish question was the preeminent discourse through which difference was managed.
Why was the Jewish question obviated in America? After all, the U.S. was a polity whose
laws were made by Europeans on the basis of European precedents, and its economy and
society was forged through differentiation, for purposes of dividing labour and allocating
property and citizenship rights. Why were Europe’s pariahs liberated in Europe’s New
World? These questions were highly salient to questions of race, culture, and politics in
America, but they pointed to a global world of empire that demands that we defamiliarize
and de-exceptionalise our ideas about U.S. imperialism.
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Jews, Race, Empire
Jews wrote about American imperialism in a comparative frame, firmly anchoring
America’s imperial foray in the high age of imperialism between the Berlin Congress and
the Great War. Accounting for the texts of these writers requires a theoretical framework
that goes outside of American questions of race and settlement, therefore, and looks at a
longer and broader history of internal colonialism, overseas imperialism, and
demographic difference.
The point of origin for an intertwined history of Jewish racialization and
colonialism is Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism. Arendt traced the
entangled histories of overseas imperialism (from England and France) and continental
“pan-movements” (in Central Europe) that came into conflict in WWII. Both types of
imperialism, Arendt pointed out, destabilized the politics of the nation-state by replacing
the state’s political community with an unlimited expansiveness based on the
accumulation of capital and its political corollary, the pursuit of unbridled power.
Overseas imperialism exported its violently bureaucratic and undemocratic forms of
governance elsewhere, and thus existed in a tensely symbiotic relationship with
nationalism in the home country. Continental imperialism like the pan-Slav or panGerman movements, however, had to destroy the nation-states where they had developed,
and promulgate a new kind of political community, based not on a given nation’s
responsibility to uphold the “rights of man,” but on the racially-endowed right or
“mission” of a given people. “[W]hat drove the Jews into the centre of these racial
ideologies more than anything else was the even more obvious fact that the pan-
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movements’ claim to chosenness could clash seriously only with the Jewish claim” (The
Origins 240).
Arendt argued that the “origins of totalitarianism” lay in what Hobsbawm would
later call “the age of empire:” between the scramble for Africa and WWI—the period in
which the majority of this study’s cultural objects were produced. During these four
decades, “new categories of political thinking” emerged (183). The old nations, whose
sovereignty was only guaranteed by their comity with one another, were transformed
“into races” (157). This happened because the bourgeoisie came out of the shadows and
into political power for the first time. As they did so, they reorganized politics on the
basis of economics. In the “accumulating society” that the bourgeoisie produced at the
end of the nineteenth century, race “inevitably” replaced the more avowedly artificial and
less distinct nationality, because “there was no other unifying bond available between
individuals who in the very process of power accumulation and expansion are losing all
natural connections with their fellow-men’ (157).
According to Arendt, Jews became central to the inner European process of this
imperialist politics because they had emerged as a “caste” at a time when the rest of
European societies had been losing their caste status and getting reorganized as industrial
classes. An international group of banking families who had lost their previous position
within the courts of absolutist rulers, came together at the end of the nineteenth century.
Although they “comprised numerically no more than a hundred families,” they were very
much, “in the limelight;” and so “the Jewish people as a whole came to be regarded as a
caste” (63).
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As economic and social forces were decomposing the nation-state and
reorganizing expanded regimes of accumulation on the grounds of race, Jews came to
stand as the only “racial” element of otherwise class-divided European states. The
“Jewish question” came to stand for how European polities might be reorganized once
they had fully sloughed off their feudal origins as communities. It was as a model for
exclusive yet spatially extensive community—albeit a model that could only be followed
by destroying the original—that Jewry became the victim of central Europe’s internal
genocide.
Arendt’s account supplies two important theoretical insights. First, it shows that
the racism required by imperialist expansion, unlike earlier forms of chauvinism and
prejudice, required racializing the “in-group” as well as its external or internal enemies.
Secondly—and this is something that has been developed in different directions by
Michel Foucault, Etienne Balibar, and Immanuel Wallerstein—it attributes to racism a
function (a rational and instrumental, rather than excessive and irrational aspect), whih
was to provide a break in the universal and abstract categories of personhood produced in
the service of the accumulation of capital on a global scale.46 As Immanuel Wallerstein
explains: “A capitalist system that is expanding requires all the labour-power it can find,”
and therefore has to incorporate more and more workers (Balibar and Wallerstein 33).
Yet politically, capitalist accumulation was empowered by states that could not extend
their political principles—like enfranchisement—to these new economic actors, which
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were found and made through imperial expansion. Imperial states had to acquire more
workers without substantially disrupting their demographic and political character.
“Racism is the magic formula that reconciles these objectives” (33).
Wallerstein argued that racism was required to prevent economic necessities for
expansion and accumulation from disturbing the political units of the European societies
in which they arose. He claimed that this logic helped explain why it appeared that
racism has been increasing rather than withering away in cosmopolitan capitalist
societies that, according to a strictly Marxist outlook, ought to be dissolving all prior
forms of difference and similarity in the world market. Etienne Balibar, the co-author of
the book in which Wallerstein was writing, disagreed with the structural logic of
Wallerstein’s claim. Balibar argued that a new kind of racism (“neoracism”) was
emerging at the end of the twentieth century, which differed from the old scientific
racism of the nineteenth century, but had a still-older antecedent.
Its prototype is anti-Semitism. Modern anti-Semitism—the form which begins to
crystallize in the Europe of the Enlightenment, if not indeed from the period in
which the Spain of the Reconquista and the Inquisition gave a statist, nationalistic
inflection to theological anti-Judaism—is already a ‘cuturalist’ racism. (Balibar
and Wallerstein 23-4)
Balibar argued that “culturalist” racism was based on arguments of social
unassimilability rather than hierarchies of natural superiority and inferiority. He thus
disagreed with both Wallerstein and Arendt in two distinct ways. He insisted that
antisemitism and its corollary types of racial thinking both pre-existed and succeeded the
nineteenth-century high-point of European scientific racism. He further argued that
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racism was a productive way of thinking, rather than a symptom of or a strategy for
managing political crises caused by the accumulation of capital.
Balibar described racism as a “violent desire for immediate knowledge of social
relations”” (19). It had a psychological phenomenology of its own, which appeared to
clarify the complex phenomena of homogenization and differentiation that Arendt and
Wallerstein said accompanied the extension of the global economy. For Balibar, there
was no fundamental distinction between the inner-European phenomenon of antisemitism
and colonial racism outside of the continent, for the expanded sphere of the colonial
world was “produced and reproduced within the very space constituted by conquest and
colonization with its concrete structures of administration, forced labour and sexual
oppression, and therefore on the basis of a certain interiority” (42).
For Arendt, imperialism aimed at destroying the nation-state and replacing it with
an expanded realm for the extension of power and the accumulation of capital. Racism
accompanied imperialism as a strategy for determining who was inside and outside this
radically altered form of polity, which was no longer limited to the community of the
nation-state and no longer based on its subjects’ immutable rights. Antisemitism was a
form of racism that recognized, in the extra-nationality and cohesiveness of Jews, a
paradigmatic model for imagining an imperial communality amongst specifically
“chosen” people who embodied a “mission.” By targeting Jews as a race, antisemitism
cold conjure up new forms of political community for its own constituencies. In order to
be adopted by another people, Jewish cohesiveness had to be destroyed. This was done
by destroying Jews. For Wallerstein, racism was a strategy of imperial expansion that
allowed political stability in the home country while exploiting the resources and labour
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of the colonial periphery. Antisemitism has little to do with this model of race as a
mediator between the politics of the nation and the economy of empire, because the way
Jews were excluded politically but included economically with European nation-states
belonged to a different period than that on which Wallerstein focused. For Balibar,
however, antisemitism remains the oldest model for racism, including colonial racism
and metropolitan anti-immigrant rhetoric, because it allowed members of imperial
powers to believe that, just by recognizing a particular body as alien, they were capable
of knowing something about the heterogeneous political economy in which they dwelled.
Recognizing racial “stigmata” allowed people to feel like they could adduce the rules and
structures that defined the ways their economic and political worlds included certain
bodies, assimilated others, excluded still others, and kept some subjects in a form of
partial inclusion (economically) without civic or political participation.
Patrick Wolfe has recently intervened in this fragmented discourse on
antisemitism’s relationship to colonial racism, paying especial attention to the utility of
Arendt’s works for scholars, like Wolfe himself, who work on settler colonialism in the
twentieth century. In parallel with Balibar and Wallerstein (but without intersecting with
them) Wolfe is interested in parsing out the relationship between nationalism, racism, and
capitalism in the era of imperial expansion. He argues that “Jews were racialized in a
manner reliant on colonial precedents,” but adds that this “is not to say that Jews were
colonised” (100). Modern antisemitism, according to Wolfe, “inaugurated a specifically
nineteenth century mode of inequality,” which was less to do with Judeophobia than it
was a metropolitan reflux of colonial race discourse used in tandem with the expansion of
modes of exploitation across the globe. “As a displaced colonial surrogate within—out of
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place, dirty—the racialized Jew took on the xenophobic intensity of nationalism’s
outward thrust, furnishing a local proxy for the metropolitan proletariat to practice its
recently acquired imperial subjecthood” (102). For this reason, antisemitism was “Not
About the Jews” but was an inner-European staging of colonial discourses, which was
later re-displaced outside Europe once more by “Zionism’s…projection of metropolitan
racial discourse back onto the colonial world” (110).
For the interests of this project, Wolfe helpfully places European antisemitism in
a global setting that emphasizes the settler colonial or ex-settler-colonial spaces of the
“new world.” Wolfe addresses case studies in Brazil, Israel/Palestine, America, Europe,
and Australia, but warns that this does not mean that the modern racism emerging in
conjunction with colonialism spread evenly around the world. Instead, Wolfe argues that
racism was (and is) used in various ways, to either assimilate or segregate—whichever
process suited the usurpation of land and usufruct in a given time and place. In a settler
society like the U.S., for example, indigenous racial groups had to be assimilated in order
to nullify their sovereign land claims, while those once enslaved could not be assimilated
in order to insist on their caste-status as the least rewarded and most expendable laborers.
On the basis of his argument that race is a discursive accompaniment to
colonialism, which works either to assimilate and segregate populations to a colonial
order, Wolfe insists on attending to
the marked differences between the historical experiences of Jewish people in
Europe and of Black people in the United States. In contrast to enslaved people,
Jews had not been exploited for their labour—quite the reverse: in their distancing
from the labour market, Jews were more like Indians than African Americans.
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Moreover, in their ethnoreligious confinement, rigorously separated from the
surrounding Christian society, Jewish ghettos in Europe were more like Indian
reservations than the White-penetrated world of slavery. It was not until the Jim
Crow era that physical segregation became central to the Black experience, by
which time the walls of the Jewish ghetto had been at least nominally dismantled.
(85)
On the basis of this passage, it might be supposed that Wolfe shifts us from the discursive
field of black-Jewish relations to the substantially smaller critical corpus on Jews and
indigenous Americans.47 Yet Wolfe’s work is at its most productive where it works
systematically rather than comparatively: placing given concrete contexts of racial
belonging or separation in a broader conceptual context of how colonialism produced
regimes of race to manage and naturalize the inequalities it produced.
Non-Native Ground examines the ways Jewish writers wrote about collective
experiences of not being racialized in America which was, in the global and immigrant
context, a surprising experience. The chapters that follow divides attention between these
writer’s accounts of what Jewish integration implied about America, and more critical
interpretations of the assumption of normalcy amongst Jewish writers in America. That
assumption, confusingly enough, frequently redounded on the same qualities of Jewish
“chosenness” and historic difference which, in Europe, had been the mainstay of
antisemitism and civic exclusion. Critics like Karen Brodkin have addressed the question
of “how Jews became white” in the U.S. insofar as that process “provides useful insights
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on race in America” (1). (Brodkin situates this phenomenon of whiteneing in the 1940s
and 1950s, while also acknowledging that before mass immigration in the 1880s,
“European immigrants—including Jews—had been largely assimilated into the white
population” [27] Her book really studies a brief moment of nativist reaction under the
influence of European fascism, when Jews assumed and then sloughed off racialized
status in the U.S.) This dissertation argues that Jews became white not in America, but
via their turn-of-the-century migrations in an imperial world where re-settlement could
either imply being an imperialist or being colonised.
This stark bifurcation leads us back to Wolfe’s provocation: “there is no
necessary tension between being a refugee and being a settler” (203) It is because Jews
were clearly both that they are the subject of this study. It is because the settler space of
America was ideologically reframed as a home for refugees that it provides this project’s
geopolitical setting.

Refugees and Writers
Jewish writers leant heavily on their histories of migration in order to write their way into
a central aspect of American culture at the turn of the century. They recognized that the
ideological crisis of this moment hinged on the transformation of America from being a
colonial space of opportunity, to becominh an industrial-metropolitan society that could
offer a safe haven to certain refugees. This ideological crisis can be described as a crisis
in exceptionalism, as Dorothy Ross has it. In the texts that follow, we will see how this
crisis was not just about the ideology of America, but also impacted the way, globally but
above all in an Anglophone context, that people were being labelled and categorized—
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not just through shifting racial taxonomies, but also through narratives of loss,
entitlement, right, and belonging. These narratives comprise the subgenre of American
Jewish writing in the age of imperialism adumbrated here.
After WWII, these writers’ shared concerns crystallized in an emerging discipline
of demography that arose in response to refugee resettlement and questions of population
transfer produced by the two world wars. Scholars of post-fascist Europe, examining its
internalization of colonial administration and its new efflux of masses from Europe,
looked back at the turn-of-the-century period as one in which colonization and
immigration were inextricably interlinked. Many of them were themselves Europeans
(and Jewish ones) transplanted by mid-century conflict to America.
The notion of “Europe on the move,” which the Russian-Jewish demographer
Eugene Kulischer used as the title of his 1948 study of population transfers, saw these
social scientists thinking in a new way about a long-standing relationship between
European populations and American land, reconceiving the generations of the latenineteenth-century mass migration not just as a rural-to-urban phenomenon, but one that
proceeded in lockstep with the settling and commercial exploitation of America’s rural
periphery. Kulischer systematically connected Europe-US migration in the industrial
North-East to the settling of the American West.
The new wave of European immigrants into the eastern states was merely an
extension of the westward drive of the American people. This movement, a
genuine colonizing migration carried out mainly, not by Europeans, but by
American-born pioneers, was at the core of the economic expansion which
attracted new masses of European immigrants. If we therefore consider the East
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and the West of the United States as being, respectively, regions of out-migration
and of in-migration, we discover that the migratory movement benefited both
regions and encouraged a further influx from the outside--in this case Europe-into the eastern territories, which were themselves an area of out-migration. This
argument can easily be turned around: the huge masses of European laborers who
flowed into the cities of the eastern seaboard were responsible for the
development of industry, a prerequisite for the rapid and successful colonization
of the American continent. (12)
Although they were enacted by different populations, Kulischer made immigration from
Europe and “successful colonization of the American continent” inseparable from one
another by viewing them as two parts of the same American industrial dynamic. This
yoking together of immigration and settling, though perhaps highly problematic to a proimmigration discourse here and now, was certainly something which immigrants thought
about at the time.
As Mark Mazower observed of the demography of Kulischer and other social
scientists involved in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s later, globally-minded vision of the
American New Deal, refugee need and economic development became interlinked in a
manner which closed the gap between refuge and colonization. “The basis problem as
that Europe was overpopulated—Kulischer argued—and the only solution was for its
surplus to be settled in underdeveloped areas by regulated “migratory and colonizing
movements” (Mazower 144). This postwar policy discourse resonates with themes from
certain of our Jewish literary intellectuals, like Israel Zangwill and Mary Antin, who
made empire and colonization the horizon for their advocacy for resettling Jews. Yet it
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also permeates the other writers in this study, insofar as it takes the late management of
empire, just before the age of decolonization, as the ground for the solution of the Jewish
question.
The idea of “non-native grounds” hovers ambivalently between the material
conditions of American space and the moveable sense of America as a model for
international relations and geopolitics as a model which, makes “grounds” into something
more conceptual. What is being traced here is a different conceptualization of the
grounds of the Jewish question, which has traditionally been viewed in relation to nationstates. Karl Marx was amongst the first to point to the international and more-than-Jewish
corollaries of the Jewish question. However, his highly theoretical article “On the Jewish
Question” was written in 1844, before the major efflux of Jews from Russia into the new
world. It presented the emancipation of Jews as a paradigm for liberal citizenship. “On
the Jewish Question” did not and could not address the complex intersections between
industrial class-relations and colonial racial formations that accompanied Jews across the
Atlantic, as well as on routes to South Africa and Australia. Yet Marx’s analysis of what
Jewish emancipation meant for liberal subjecthood is nevertheless useful for thinking
about how Jews traversed the Atlantic in an age of empire.
Marx argued that the emancipation of Jews did not make Jews into citizens so
much as it made all citizens into Jews: whose real communal and ethical life had to be
relegated to the private realm so that they could exist in public as abstract subjects
invested with illusory rights. The only real basis of interaction that European
emancipation had given Jews was the right to interact according to the economic relations
of “need and necessity” (43). The real political act of forging what Marx called “species
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being” was foreclosed, because communities had to leave behind their actual material
existence whenever they enacted their liberal political rights by, for example, voting (46).
Jews’ so-called emancipation in Western Europe showed just how limited political
existence was in liberal societies that did not substantiate formal equality by anchoring it
in economic equality.
Because Marx’s focus was on Prussia and France, and because he was writing in
the idiom of the Young Hegelians, he did not consider the fact that political and
economic spheres failed to match up geographically, as well as conceptually. After all,
empire refers (at a schematic level which obviously admits of exceptions like French
Algeria and some of the devolved British Dominions) to those regions that belong to a
metropolitan center’s economy while being deprived of involvement or inclusion within
its political institutions. The Jewish question does not serve to illuminate the relationship
of all members of a liberal state. Instead, it showed the grounds on which some
previously-excluded populations were politically incorporated into liberal states that were
also—and contemporaneously—annexing and exploiting growing regions of the world,
whose people who were never slated for political belonging, even of the formal and
limited extent that Marx analysed.
This dissertation does not simply study how liberal capitalist states integrated
Jews politically while incorporating colonial populations economically. Its subject is
literature, where belonging and exclusion are registered on numerous levels beyond
politics and economy. Its focus is America, at once the most liberal state politicallyspeaking, as Marx acknowledged, and also fairly unique as a once-colonial space that
became a colonial metropole of its own. Jewish writers in America experienced a fraught
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and complex status as paradigmatic beneficiaries of liberal emancipation who also bore
witness, domestically, to the ideological and racial formations of a society made by
empire and colonialism. Jewish writers understood that the Jewish question was an
imperial one: it concerned the use European or settler polities made of non-European
labour and land, and it was ultimately resolved by the allocation of space (i.e. Palestine)
or rights (i.e. America, Canada, New Zealand, Australia) to the one-time internal aliens
of Europe itself.
The Jewish question was especially central to turn-of-the-century America, not
only because more than a million Jews migrated to the U.S. during that period of history,
but because they did so at a moment when a colonial state was morphing into an imperial
power. America did not have to emancipate its Jews but Jews in America did have to
think about whether they belonged, economically and ideologically, amongst the
conquerors or the victims on American grounds. This question became international
because of the itineraries of Jewish writers in America and the expanding reach of
American power. Jewish writers saw, refracted in their fraught relation to American
space, an identity that was forged in relationship to global flows.
An unpublished poem by Michael Gold, the typed draft of which is covered in
pencilled emendations, exemplifies this switch between American and global visions of
power and resistance in the political literature of Jewish writers.
You have borne your children in ancient Babylon Egypt and Rome
Why not in confused and glorious America
We are the children of lofty and terrible New York
We Who believe like you in the Messiah to come
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And he will be a socialist >collective Russian Chinese Jewish Messiah
And he Who will open the doors of the earthly paradise
For every Jew and every Gentile48
Gold invoked Jewish rebellions in the empires of the ancient world to ask why Jews
could not rebel in the American empire, too. Yet he also wanted to suture the history of
Jewish rebellion to a future of revolutionary socialism, which meant assimilating Jewish
class warriors into a global struggle. It is interesting to note that he crossed out the
ideological markers “socialist” and “collective” and replaced them with geopolitical
markers “Russian Chinese.” The poem draft is filled with such hesitations about different
types of affiliation. The poem ends on an ambiguous note about race, as it imagines
“Happiness For black and white for all the races and For all men women and children
and >even Jews.” Here Gold could not decide whether the entry of rebel Jews into
twentieth-century world revolution meant, specifically, the end to Gentile-Jewish
distinction, or signalled, more generally, the end of racial distinctions. Gold could not
decide whether being a Jewish revolutionary meant being an anti-racist anti-colonialist,
or implied something more awkward and less fungible in terms of his moment’s
geopolitics.
Whether Jewish difference was religious, racial, ethnic, or “caste”-based, the fact
was it could not be straightforwardly elided, either by the liberal extension of citizenship
or a socialist vocabulary of class. Jews did not fit into the modern nation, but extruded
into empire. Between Russia, Austria-Hungary, the South-East Mediterranean, Britain,
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America and Palestine, Jews moved through a world made by empire, too. Jewish writers
split over whether Jews were agents or victims of imperialism. On each side, however,
they did acknowledge that their placement was ambiguous—a peculiar fact at a time
when imperial formations and metropolitan color lines were consolidating and hardening.
Non-Native Grounds excavates the rich seam of writing on or around American
empire by Jews, but it also shows how this geopolitical discourse has been driven
underground by the force of its own movement, as Jewish writers increasingly considered
their non-native position as a psychological issue or an existential quandary. It is the aim
of this project to show that such literary discourses still bear their material origins, and
that a twentieth-century writer’s relation to their people and their subject is conditioned
by the complex articulations of race, class, and nationality that were the lasting product
of the age of empire. It is this project’s hope that the “Jewish-American” immigrant
writer can be lifted, out of an imaginary relationship to a fossilized Russian past and an
anticipatory relationship to an Israeli future, and placed instead in an imperial
understanding of the U.S. In turn, I hope to show that the importance of “U.S.
imperialism” as a topic of literary study does not just adhere to sites of annexation and
borderlands, but reconfigures our understanding of what it means to write, read, or study
“American” culture.
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CHAPTER 1
EXILES
Emma Lazarus (1849-1887) and Israel Zangwill (1864-1926) wrote texts that have come
to stand for multicultural America. Lazarus’s 1883 sonnet “The New Colossus” was
inscribed on the Statue of Liberty in 1903. Israel Zangwill’s 1907 play The Melting-Pot
played to full theatres from Washington D.C. to Chicago in 1908 and received special
praise from the then President, Theodore Roosevelt. “The New Colossus” continues to
receive attention from figures unlikely to cite poetry. The (then) House Minority leader
Nancy Pelosi and former FBI director James Comey quoted Lazarus in order to demur
from from executive orders on immigration in 2017 and administrative foreign policy
belligerence in 2018, respectively.49 The Melting-Pot, as Werner Sollors has shown,
furnished discussions of assimilation and difference in multi-ethnic America with a set of
vocabularies and images that were contested throughout the twentieth century (10).
Zangwill’s “melting-pot” image of America as a redemptive answer to national
differences, and Lazarus’s “Mother of Exiles” idea of America as a refuge for the needy,
have repeatedly resurfaced to define a familiar, yet highly-specific notion of U.S.
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exceptionalism: an exceptionalism that would be forged not in isolation from the rest of
the world, but in relationship to America’s forthright involvement in global politics and
its world hegemony. In this latter-day iteration of U.S. exceptionalism, which must be
contrasted with the exceptionalism of an earlier epoch, a specific kind of immigrant—the
exile from the old world—came to define the problems and possibilities of America’s
politics.
Another shared attribute of Zangwill’s and Lazarus’s work: they were both
written in response to Russian pogroms against Jews. Lazarus met Jewish refugees,
quarantined on Ward’s Island, who had fled the waves of pogroms that followed the
assassination of the Russian Tsar in the spring of 1881. It was their plight that inspired
her to accept the commission to write a sonnet to raise funds for the plinth required to
erect Frédéric Bartholdi’s statue in New York harbour. Israel Zangwill wrote The
Melting-Pot in the context of his work for the Jewish Territorial Organisation, which was
casting around the world for a place to settle Russian Jews after the notoriously brutal
Kishinev pogrom in 1903.
Lazarus and Zangwill rescued an ailing American exceptionalism at the turn of
the century. The postbellum U.S. had suffered repeated setbacks in its once-vaunted
international status. The Civil War crushed the “Young America” visions of a republic
expanding without crisis or contest, and made contemporary Americans realize their own
state was liable to the kinds of political crises that had rocked Europe in 1848 and
fomented class war on the other side of the Atlantic. 50 The U.S. would be thrown further
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into ill repute at the very end of the century by its accession of colonies in the SpanishAmerican War. Even before wholesale annexations in Puerto Rico, Guam, and the
Philippines, late-nineteenth-century America appeared less and less distinct from the
states of the Old Continent. There was little left of the earlier nineteenth-century sense
that America was the world’s touchstone for republicanism and liberty.
U.S. exceptionalism survived by adapting. European immigrants—or those who
wrote on their behalf—re-negotiated the grounds of America’s difference from Europe by
tying the two continents closer and closer together. Refugee Jews, who had no national
home and appeared to be a perennially exilic people, were particularly instrumental for
imagining America as a “a nation for the denationalized” (Lazarus Selected Poems 262).
Henceforth, the U.S. could be figured as exceptional not because it was unlike the
nations of Europe, but because it was not a nation in the ordinary sense. The U.S. was a
haven for the world’s exiles (by which these writers meant, by and large, Europe’s exiles)
because it was an outgrowth of Europe’s nationalities, and one which had improved on
itss original models. Perversely, given the way U.S. exceptionalism has constantly kept
America’s empire out of view, the new U.S. exceptionalism that Lazarus and Zangwill
expressed was based on a burgeoning though often-ambivalent sense that America’s
progressive and multicultural capacities lay in its colonial origins and in its imperial
future.
Lazarus and Zangwill thought about America politically, and in relation to
external questions of territory. Yet their signature works have been domesticated and
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taken as commentaries about America’s social issues without regard to the world politics
and questions of expansion and legitimation and sovereignty that concerned them. This
chapter offers contextualized and historicized readings of Lazarus and Zangwill, which
make it clear that both these writers were willing—more willing than their readers have
proved—to acknowledge the imperial conditions undergirding America’s capacity to be
what John F. Kennedy proudly called it in 1964, a “Nation of Immigrants.” Both Lazarus
and Zangwill appreciated that America was multicultural chiefly because it had once
been a string of European colonies. They both knew that their advocacy on behalf of
exiles from Europe depended on emphasizing the difference between European
nationality and a post-colonial, still-imperial order in the U.S. And crucially, each of
them looked forward to a moment in which America would assume the responsibilities of
an empire, to intervene in world affairs and regulate the politics and people of the globe.
To speak of the imperial dimensions to the “The New Colossus” and The Melting
Pot involves grappling with the limits and the ironies of their writers’ Eurocentrism. The
near-exclusive focus on European immigrants and a European Weltanshauung might
make it seem injudicious to discuss Lazarus and Zangwill in terms of imperial history
and anti-imperial critique. Yet my argument in this chapter is precisely the contrary. It
was their European stance on America that made these writers treat America (a) as a
space whose social conditions and political possibilities had to be understood in relation
to histories of European and Euro-American empire, and (b) as a part of the geopolitics
of what Eric Hobsbawm called “The Age of Empire.” Equally, the fact that Russian
pogroms were the push factor generating Jewish transmigration made them view the turn-
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of-the-century U.S. in relation to the Russian empire and to the system of imperial
powers that was heading for the crisis that roiled the globe in 1914-1918.
Finally, the emergence of a U.S. financed and brokered new world order in 1919
engaged Zangwill’s attention, as he tried to spell out the significance of America beyond
what he saw as the deplorably inadequate nationalist basis of Woodrow Wilson’s New
Liberalism. As Lazarus had intimated in the 1880s, American hegemony in the twentieth
century hinged on its responsiveness to minorities in other nationalities. Zangwill
believed that international minorities, such as exile Jews, required a more-than-national
authority. Such were the grounds on which he reimagined U.S. empire as a non-territorial
and morally benevolent world order.
From the acknowledgment of empire as a necessary condition for a political order
that would rescue exiles from other states, this chapter traces a movement toward
positively embracing empire as a redemptive force in the world. The problem for
Zangwill and Lazarus, and for us as their readers, was how to square imperial power with
the rosy scene of cosmopolitan welcome. This question often surfaces in the texts
discussed here through optical images of illumination and relative darkness, which made
it possible to emphasize one aspect of a political order without necessarily examining the
power relations on which that order depends. The wager of this chapter is that a
sufficiently attentive reading practice can bring to light overshadowed elements of these
visions of empire and find, if not a full view of the relationship between U.S. empire and
immigrant refuge, a more politically attentive vision of how the possibilities of the U.S.
as a republic and as a democracy were remade in and for the image of the exile from
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elsewhere—and how this non-native vision of American freedom enabled ongoing
domestic illiberalism.

Exile Embrace
“The New Colossus” distinguished the Statue of Liberty from its Ancient analogue in
Rhodes. This comparison, though negated, occupies much of Lazarus’s sonnet, which is
at least partially a meditation on imperial and martial themes. “Not like the brazen giant
of Greek fame / With conquering limbs astride from land to land,” the Statue of Liberty is
nevertheless “mighty;” “her mild eyes command;” she brooks no opposition. The final
sestet of “The New Colossus,” in which the Statue herself speaks, adamantly refuses the
imperial mantle of antiquity. “Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” Yet the famous
invocation of America’s embrace of “your tired, your poor / Your hungry” describes the
arrival of a new population: always an aspect of empire’s extension (Lazarus Poems I
202).”
Undergirding Lazarus’s cosmopolitan image of the U.S. was an image of imperial
command and sovereign might. “Mother of Exiles” was the phrase through which
Lazarus named, justified, and partly camouflaged the notion that America’s promise of
freedom to exiles was predicated on its imperial expanse. That name compresses the
contradictions that animate “The New Colossus:” between the martial and the domestic,
and between historical continuities and discontinuities with other empires.
The phrase “Mother of Exiles” cannot be a figure of literal kinship. The mother of
exiles would normally be situated elsewhere, in the place the exile has left. One thing
exiles do is to leave behind parents, whether actual progenitors or their imagined kinship
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to a national home. But Lazarus’s “Mother of Exiles,” as Lauren Berlant notes, “erases
the exiled subject’s historical temporality by performing the individual’s rebirth as a
citizen” (26). The migrant is reborn. A new type of kinship is inaugurated upon the
exile’s “welcome,” extinguishing prior binds. As Berlant comments, this implies that
immigration to American immigration entails a new kind of civic imagination, and a new
way of thinking about the relationship between personal life and political order, as well
as a new space. The exile “is translated into a new Symbolic order, as well as into a new
territory, and a transformed experience of time, mapped out according to a new
specifically national agenda” (26).
The new imaginary and the new belonging which Lazarus proclaimed was not
just a “specifically national agenda.” Infact it was more than national: a polity defined by
an imported populace: “Give me your tired, your poor” (Lazarus Poems I 202).
Lazarus’s poem is organized around an image of demographic donation, which conjoined
America’s domestic social questions to its global significance as a haven for those who
could not find a berth elsewhere. “The New Colossus” might be about America. It was
explicitly written for Americans. But its addressee was the world outside America. This
was a sonnet which both flexed imperial might on behalf of the state, and implored the
non-American world to accept such strength as something benign. Exiles who could only
find safety in America defined a new kind of U.S. power.

Making the Exile and the Mother of Exiles
Two highly significant political influences on Lazarus stood behind her conjunction of
expansive U.S. potentiality with the politics of exile from the narrow nationalities of the
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old world: Henry George and George Eliot. George was the American economist whose
radical Ricardian arguments against rentiers spawned the world-wide “single tax”
movement. George argued that the socialization of rent would wipe out a privileged and
reactionary landowning class, prevent the over-pricing of agricultural land, enable
increased cultivation of nature’s resources, and disincentivize low wages as employers
had to keep their workers from fleeing to newly-accessible rural regions. Reading his
magnum opus Poverty and Progress left Lazarus with a sense that de-privatized land
could enrich a government of the people and democratize work-relations, effectively
annulling the distinction between landless workers and landed owners. George’s analysis
specifically targeted earlier proponents of the “dismal science” like Thomas Malthus,
who had warned that America’s population boom would ultimately outgrow the capacity
of its agricultural yields. Georgism allowed Lazarus to conjoin America’s vast land
together with its social democratic potential. Its impact on “The New Colossus” can be
seen in the sonnet’s juxtaposition between the “teeming shores” of the old world and the
image of liberty, enlightenment, and collective progress on new world grounds.
Where Henry George helped Lazarus formulate her ideas about American land
and its social potential, George Eliot enabled her to develop an idea for the population
who could inhabit it. Eliot’s 1876 novel Daniel Deronda made its mark on Lazarus, as it
did almost invariably on Jewish intellectuals everywhere in the late nineteenth century.
Daniel Deronda introduced its Jewish thematic core as a mixture of a deeply personal
and a broadly political idea of exile and redemption. The eponymous hero, who knows
nothing of his own origin, rescues a Jewess, Mirah, and tries to help her find her lost
family. Seeking explicitly for Mirah’s kin, and implicitly for the meaning of his own life,
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Daniel encounters an ailing Hebrew poet who, in his turn, is convinced that he and Daniel
are soul-brothers.
Mordecai introduces Daniel to Jewish nationalism. Daniel finds that the mystery
of his birth (for he turns out to be a Jew himself) correlates to his new-found intellectual
passion for modern Jewish politics. Eliot portrayed Daniel Deronda as the introspective
version of an imperial adventurer. “That young energy and spirit of adventure which have
helped to create the world-wide legends of youthful heroes going to seek the hidden
tokens of their birth and its inheritance of tasks, gave him a certain quivering interest of
the bare possibility that he was entering a like track” (568).
Daniel’s task blends birth and adventure, updating ancient legends for a modified
version of nineteenth-century nationalism. As the hero of a putative and inchoate
nationality, he has to move out into the world and mine deep into his origin at the same
time. Eliot’s combination of the psychology of origins and the “world-wide” work of
empire informs all the texts discussed in this dissertation and is central to the genre of
non-native grounds which it examines. For Lazarus specifically, it enabled her to fashion
a new imperial sensibility on behalf of those who had to move across space in order to
fulfil the identities they were born with. Only a polity that was the “mother of exiles”
could enable such a contradictory fulfilment.
Daniel Deronda quickly became a central text for proto-Zionist thought. Through
the mouthpiece of Mordecai, Eliot portrayed Zionism as a progressive and universal kind
of nationalism, which impacted the world because it would be formed by a global
migratory inflow and would produce an export of cultural and spiritual ideas. Its citizens
would be a “dispersed people in all the ends of the earth” (588). Using the example of
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“the great North American nation,” where people managed to “form a polity with but
memories of Europe” (594). Mordecai prophesied “another great migration, another
choosing of Israel to be a nationality whose members may stretch to the ends of the
earth” (568). A consciously-wrought national Israel would provide a territory for a global
people. It would mix the unalterable facts of birth with the highest idealism. It would be
both a necessary historical progression and a heroically improbable feat of will.
For Lazarus, Eliot’s vision of a reborn Israel could be reflected back onto the
North American nation that served as its potential blueprint. In “The New Colossus,”
Lazarus picked up on those elements of Eliot’s proto-Zionism that exceeded a strictly
Jewish application or a territorial focus on Palestine. Daniel Deronda envisaged a new
“polity” formed via a “great migration,” which would bring the homeless back home via
a forward march of progress, technology, and will. Lazarus understood that what Eliot
saw for a Zionist state could also apply to a new vision of the U.S. The U.S. could also be
a place where personal identity would be recovered through an expansive, worldchanging politics.
Eliot’s notion of a new, consciously-wrought, and universally-significant
nationality inspired Lazarus’s idea of what America was—or could be. America, like a
Zionist state, had to be made. As a political project, it was consecrated to others than
those who already dwelled on its land. And it enabled a new kind of belonging, whereby
intimations of identity and descent could be mingled with technology, progress, and
modernity. Such were the Daniel Deronda-infused underpinnings for Lazarus’s image of
the 1880s U.S. as “Mother of Exiles.”
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Zionism, when it became a political project, would require collaboration with the
imperial forces poised to compete over the Middle East. Lazarus’s Zionism-inspired
image of America likewise brought together imperial idealism (remaking the world anew;
developing a new political community in the wilderness). America, like a Zionist state,
was a place whose ideals were guaranteed specifically to those who arrived there from
another place. This is the scaffolding, wrought in a world of imperial policy and
contemporary geopolitics, upon which Lazarus’s vision of the U.S. was laid.
The idealistic side of America as an imperial space filled with progressive
potential was expressed in Lazarus’s conjuration of a new image for political kinship.
She replaced the nationalist image of “mother country” with “Mother of Exiles.” This
figure for America brought together kinship and politics in a new way. It imagined
politics as the forging of new kinship links that were not artificial, but which stretched
back to forms of belonging which had not been politicized in the past. In a U.S. state
understood as “the mother of exiles,” new citizens could develop old belongings, like
Judaism, which had hitherto blocked their relationship to the world around them.
America welcomed exiles not by re-domesticating them, but by giving them the grounds
for a new kind of political being.
Such were terms on which Lazarus presented an American polity, redeemed on
the basis of a Georgist vision of a proto-welfare state based on socialized rent, and
consecrated to an Eliotian idea of a new politics emerging from the exiles of Europe’s
national and religious past. Lazarus did not only think about America in the lofty realms
of ideal communities, however. She also looked squarely at the material facts of U.S.
expansion that enabled the country to function as a haven for exiles, even if these
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material conditions are less explicit than (and somewhat overshadowed by) the
enthusiastic terms in which she praised the ideal image of a country that dedicated itself
to housing the world’s exiles.

Exiles on Empire’s Grounds
Lazarus did not just looked forwards and outwards to America’s geopolitical
involvements, she also looked inwards and backwards. Her turn-of-the-century paean to
the immigrant metropolis and her postbellum recollections of a nation torn apart by
competing visions of conflict were closely intertwined, even though they seem to belong
to different political orders and literary epochs. It is a symptom of literary periodization
that it is hard to keep these two aspects of Lazarus’s poetic output in view at the same
time, even though they were contemporary.
“The New Colossus” hardly refers to America’s grounds at all, and it has
remained associated with a rock in a bay on the country’s Atlantic littoral. In order to
supply more solid grounds for exiles’ welcome, Lazarus looked at the political order that
was spanning the entire continental United States, whose territories were still being
incorporated as states when her sonnet was penned. The famous poem’s focus on New
York harbour has detracted from the continental American geography that emerges
through the rest of Lazarus’s work.
While the “Mother of Exiles” gazes across the Atlantic from New York harbour,
Lazarus’s poetic invocation of the “exile” was also grounded on the dry land of southern
territory only recently incorporated into the United States. Her poem “In Exile” winds
from Egypt to Texas. Beginning with an “Extract from a letter of a Russian refugee in
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Texas,” this poem evokes the “Fresh smells of earth” on the evening of a “Southern day
of heavy toil” (Poems II 5). Apparently bracketing the plantocracy under which “heavy
toil” in this Southern space had recently taken place, Lazarus gave the Texan scene a
different history, imagining it as a Biblical pastoral with “tanned herdsmen” who recline
contentedly under “the star-unfolding skies.” Everywhere, nature reflects the exile’s
redemptive journey and arrival in “unbroken paradise” (5). The “unimprisoned bird”
overhead echoes “[t]he martyr, granted respite from the rack” as a creature who “know[s]
the joy these exiles gain” (5). The Southern landscape serves to realize the Jewish
refugee’s search for a spiritual and intellectual paradise, as well as the more prosaic
“surcease of pain” (5).
Freedom to love the law that Moses brought,
To sing the songs of David, and to think
The thoughts that Gabirol to Spinoza taught,
Freedom to dig the common earth, to drink
The universal air—for this they sought
Refuge o’er wave and continent to link
Egypt with Texas in their mythic chain,
And truth’s perpetual lamp forbid to wane. (5)
Lazarus recounted the history of the Jews in the place of Texas’s own history. The
redeemed exile’s “Freedom to dig the common earth” appears to absolve or redeem that
earth of its histories of private profit and collective exploitation. The resonances of
Biblical history allowed Lazarus to attribute a “universal air” to this very particular
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clime. The “mythic chain” binding Texas to Egypt substitutes for much more recent (and
indeed, contemporary) chaining of bondsmen in this place of “Refuge.”
Wherever Lazarus presented American grounds and their histories of imperial
expansion and collective coercion, she accompanied that exposition with images of
blinding illumination. These images make material conditions hard to perceive in the
light of compelling ideals. The concluding phrase of “In Exile,” “truth’s perpetual lamp,”
nods to the Statue of Liberty’s “imprisoned lightning,” as well as to the consecrated
flame in Jewish places of worship. As Max Cavitch points out, it these images almost
certainly took inspiration from “Mordecai’s enthusiastic cry for Jewish national renewal,”
in Daniel Deronda, to “let the torch of visible community be lit” (5). Eliot’s Mordecai
was referring to a Jewish nation as a torch of visible community that would inspire Jews
and non-Jews the world over. Lazarus’s images of America as a beacon have a similar
function. But, on American grounds, the capacity to serve as illuminant for the rest of the
world becomes problematic.
What cannot be seen when America itself is presented as a global light, whose
light shines elsewhere? Ironically, the illuminative capacity of the “perpetual lamp”
shrouds the land where the beacon stands in relative darkness. The abstract light
emanating from an idealized America that made it difficult to properly discern American
land. The visuality is crucial. Berlant writes that “the very sight of the Statue of Liberty
erases the exile subject’s historical temporality” (26). The sight of the Statue’s light also
blinds, erasing the potential to see America for what it is. An idealized process of
spiritual exile and redemption blots out any reference to the material conditions of land
and labour undergirding “the Southern day of heavy toil.” Lazarus focuses on the exiled
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Jew’s new-found right to “love the law” as an abstraction, rather than the specific laws
that bound certain bodies to certain spaces and labours while permitting others to move
between them. Her Texan exiles absolve the Southern American landscape of its own
colonial history, consecrating it to a mythical progress by suppressing the material
conditions that made it part of American space.
While “In Exile” appears to crowd out references to empire rather than admit
them, the submerged imperial dimension rises back to the surface. As with the negated
image of the “conquering” Old Colossus at the start of “The New Colossus,” references
in “The Exile” to the “chain” of bondage, the “unimprisoned bird” and the “common
earth” push the negated content to the surface of Lazarus’s poem. This is a land of
annexation, bondage, and re-peopling. Lazarus made her Russian-Jewish refugee a
predestined partner in prairie expansionism. That expansionism is further modified and
tied up with imperialism through its Southern setting. While “The New Colossus”
imagines the exile being accommodated in an aetherial domain (an “air-bridged
harbour”), “In Exile” places the exiles squarely on the ground of U.S. empire.
“In Exile” supplies a very different image of America’s “worldwide welcome”
than that which “The New Colossus” provides. The latter poem emphasized a
cosmopolitan state’s capacity to give succour to the needy of the world. Here, on the
“brotherly” frontier, landed self-sufficiency reigns. Without the benevolent state and the
metropolis as intermediaries, Lazarus’s Texan exiles are more explicitly redeemed on and
through imperial grounds.
Orientalized and antiquated Jews are entitled to the Texan land by virtue of their
pensive suffering.
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Strange faces theirs, wherethrough the Orient sun
Gleams from the eyes and glows athwart the skin.
Grave lines of studious thought and purpose run
From curl-crowned forehead to dark-bearded chin.
And over all the seal is stamped thereon
Of anguish branded by a world of sin,
In fire and blood through ages on their name,
Their seal of glory and the Gentiles’ shame. (Poems II 6)
“Strange faces” emerging into this post-settler space are assimilated into it by the story of
their suffering at the hands of others. The descriptions of semitic visages smuggle a
political argument into Lazarus’s poem. Jewish faces are defined by the “anguish”
inflicted on them by others, and the “[g]rave lines of studious thought and purpose”
which testify to their stoical and spiritual response to that suffering. Patient suffering
appears to entitle them to a respite that is more substantial than the spiritual succour that
has hitherto been their solace.
Lazarus made Jewish faces express as much as the American landscape. On them,
“the seal is stamped” of Jews’ “anguish” and “Gentiles’ shame.” Jews’ spiritual triumph
over adversity entitles them to reap the fruits of the physical conquests of others—of their
own victimizers in fact: European “Gentiles.” The song mentioned in the refugee’s letter
serves as a refrain over Lazarus’s final stanza for the poem.
Hark! Through the quiet evening air
Floats forth with wild sweet rhythm and glad refrain,
They sing the conquest of the spirit strong,
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The soul that wrests the victory from the pain;
The noble joys of manhood that belong
To comrades and to brothers. In their strains
Rustle of Palms and Eastern streams one hears,
And the broad prairie melts into tears. (Poems II 7)
The Texan “prairie” now becomes the sensate subject, the Jewish refugee’s song the
sensuous and pathos-filled object. This projection of the affect onto the landscape
emphasizes Lazarus’s contention that the Southern land is preternaturally receptive to the
Jew. The meaning of the song sung “In Exile” is the wresting of “victory” out of “pain.”
The landscape is cleared of any traces of pain that belong to it. Instead, the Jews’ pain is
imported into it via the song, which brings with it Babylonian sounds (“Rustle of Palms
and Eastern streams”) from another, ancient exile.
The Babylonian exile, as Sacvan Bercovitch wrote, played a crucial part in the
literary ideology of the colonial period in American letters. Cotton Mather praised John
Winthrop as an American Nehemiah, leading exiles out of Babylon and back to the
promised land (100). Richard Slotkin showed how the trope of “Israel in Babylon” was
deployed in Indian captivity narratives and their contemporary recirculation in American
churches (110-11). Lazarus played into a centuries-old American tradition when she used
Babylonian exiles to re-inscribe events of North American settler colonialism as part of a
sacred history. Lazarus breathed the “New England” way into the Texan air through her
self-consciously Old Testament-esque Jewish figures.
“In Exile” presents a pastoralized Texas that welcomes downtrodden exiles who
bear with them a spiritual history associated with the pilgrim imaginary in a long history
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of colonial American letters. Jewish exiles both invoke the settlers’ colonizing mission
and turn that mission away from wilderness violence and frontier war. The settlement of
Jews in Texas redeems these Jews of their sorry diasporic history. It also redeems
American history too: consecrating the settling of Texas plains in the names of
preternatural victims.

Labour on the southern land
Lazarus’s invocation of free labour—unalienated work, even—cannot be uttered against
its Texan background without invoking its historically-recent antipode. This is especially
the case where the poem presents its scene of crepuscular coming “After the Southern
day of heavy toil.” Although the verse proceeds to relay the peaceful evening of its
Jewish “unusued tillers of the soil,” the echo of black slavery at the back of this scene of
Southern toil qualifies Lazarus’s assertion of an “unbroken paradise” greeting her
“refugee” figures (Poems II 5).
Texas was not just a state that has been annexed almost within Lazarus’s lifetime
(she was born in 1849, just four years after the Lone Star State was incorporated into the
U.S in an act that provoked war with Mexico). Its acquisition had been the keystone of
the Southern plantocracy’s vision of American expansionism. “The annexation of Texas
was perhaps the quintessential achievement of the foreign policy of slavery,” writes
Matthew Karp, referring to the way proslavery politicians wielded centralized federal
power, against their habitual states’ rights tendencies, to help push “the international
balance between slavery and freedom” in the direction of unfree labor (100).

79

Karp explains that the American acquisition of the 1836-founded Republic of
Texas, which was still viewed from Mexico City as part of its sovereign territory, was
made into an issue of national concern by proslavery southerners. Southward expansion
through annexations, at the price of war with Mexico, was part of a coherent worldview
and pollical vision on the part of plantocrats, the presidents they sent to Washington
(Tyler and Polk), and their congressional representatives. These men believed that a
nascent U.S. empire needed to act unilaterally and globally on behalf of slavery in order
to counter the “imperial abolitionism” of the British. While most historians have
portrayed the confederacy’s politics as nationalist, states-rights oriented, and deeply
sectional, Karp reveals a global and imperial dimension to the slaveocracy’s policies and
ideologies, even going so far as to argue that the first use of federal foreign policy was
wielded on behalf of the imperial machinations of slaveowners and their congressional
representatives.
Karp’s account of Southern history is crucial to bear in mind when thinking about
the way Lazarus’s rubric of exiles in America spans the cosmopolitan universalism of
“The New Colossus” and the regional landscape-writing of “In Exiles.”
Historians have approached the 1845 U.S. annexation of Texas from a variety of
perspectives. Some have seen it as a triumph of expansionist “manifest destiny;”
others, as an act of racial imperialism toward Mexico, a southern plot to add slave
states to the Senate, an electioneering tactic for the Democratic Party, or simply
the fruit of ravenous land speculation. In some measure, of course, annexation
was all these things. But for influential southern leaders, Texas was above all a
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slaveholding republic in the Western Hemisphere. As such, it quite naturally
required U.S. support—and if necessary, U.S. protection. (Karp 82)
Noting that the annexation of Texas was mandated under President Tyler by executive
order and enacted by his successor Polk likewise without Congressional support, Karp
places America’s acquisition of Texas at the centre of his argument that southerners
drove proslavery expansionism into the centre of federal power and foreign policy in
nineteenth-century America. The movement of America from isolationism to
international hegemony first started with the plantocracy’s use of federal power and
national diplomacy to advocate for other slave powers like the Spanish Empire and
Brazil.
Such was the political history of the landscape against which Lazarus’s “tanned
herdsmen” recuperate. Her exiles’ freedom was conditioned by a plantocrat imperialism
that was achieved using national, rather than sectional influence. With the help of recent
historical revisionism, we are now better placed than earlier generations of Lazarus’s
readers to recognize the line running between an empire of slave necessity on the one
hand, and a cosmopolitan internationalism on the other.
Lazarus conjoined the South to the metropolitan North via a Promethean
historical succession from bound to unbound labor. Lazarus’s paean to conspicuously
free labor (“Freedom to dig the common earth”) under the “universal air” becomes
particularly jarring given Texas’s imperial status as America’s slaveholding frontier.
Given Lazarus’s invocation of the bondage of Israel in Egypt, it becomes starkly clear
that the link she claimed between Egypt and Texas was forged in manacles.
for this they sought
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Refuge o’er wave and continent, to link
Egypt with Texas in their mystic chain,
And truth’s perpetual lamp forbid to wane. (Poems II 6)
Lazarus presented the link between Egypt and Texas as the link between (Egyptian)
bondage and (Texan) freedom, a progressive historical movement toward the enlightened
ends of “truth’s perpetual lamp.” Yet this was no pan-abolitionist paean to post-slavery
Texas from a post-emancipation Jew. Rather, this was an American Jew’s poem about
her co-religionist “exiles” finding redemption on the “prairie” of Texas, an expanse of
land acquired by a slaveholding U.S. from Mexico (though actively dominated, for the
most part, by another empire, the Comanches’) in the interest of securing a Caribbean
buffer zone against “abolitionist forces from both Great Britain and Mexico” (Karp 82).
The internationalism that Lazarus evoked “o’er wave and continent” was
hemispheric as well as transatlantic, imperial as well as cosmopolitan, and, as Karp
shows, not at all necessarily connected to the “Freedom” Lazarus loved. The U.S. was a
refuge for her “refugees” because it was an empire, not in spite of its imperial status.
What is remarkable about Lazarus as a poet of American “progress” is that she did not
shy from anchoring this progress in lands that were both manifestly imperial in their
inclusion within the union and, only recently, the coveted space of a defeated
plantocracy.
Nor did Lazarus in any definite sense reject the confederacy, even if she saw its
passing as a part of inevitable progress. In a poem called “The South,” Lazarus imagined
the confederate states reeling from their futile “dream,” which had been defeated in the
Union Army’s victory. This was not a dream of sectional protection, or “national” self-
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determination on the model of Europe’s 1848. It was more ambiguous in its political
portents, its moral vision, and its geographical reach.
Was hers a dream of empire? was it sin?
And is it well that all was borne in vain?
She knows no more than one who slow doth win,
After fierce fever, conscious life again,
Too tired, too weak, too sad
By the new light to be or stirred or glad. (Poems I 179)
Lazarus asked how the postbellum South could enjoy peace, given the unaccomplished
nature of the section’s war-aims and the incomplete adjudication of what those aims had
been in the first place. Lazarus personified the South as a person suffering under the
subtropical climate of the region itself. Stirring from a “fierce fever,” “too weak” to look
properly into the world around her, the slumbering and ailing confederacy can only fall
back on questions about her own subjective visions of the past: “Was hers a dream of
empire? was it sin?”
If only the South could fully wake from these “dreams of empire,” Lazarus’s
poem implied, “she” would be gladdened by the new and real imperial dawn going on
within it. In the New South, after the failure of radical Reconstruction, Lazarus saw
reasons to be glad. She saw a vista of “boundless wealth” that would be secured by
“swart freemen” who “bend/ Bronzed backs in willing labor” (Poems I 180).
The image of “willing labor,” here performed by freedpeople on the same “broad
plantations” where they had been enslaved, provides a curious counterpart to “In Exile,”
with its Texan refugees and their “Freedom to dig the common earth.” Lazarus’s little-
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known poem “The South” not only acknowledges the history which “In Exile”
compresses. It even goes so far as to lament the pathos of a lost confederate cause. The
image of progress here was not even the boosters’ vision of industrialism triumphant. It is
an image of national reunification via the addition of northern capital to southern
relationships of land and labour. “The South” celebrates the envisioned enrichment of the
region, once again through the labours of black workers with backs bent close to the
ground. This was another aspect of that imperial progress which Lazarus more famously
depicted via the figure of the incoming Jewish exile.
In her conviction that the South was approaching a bright “coming day,” Lazarus
absolved the questioned “sin” of the Southland’s “empire,” and extolled the coming
possibilities abetted by the North’s provision of “boundless wealth.” The New South
would awake to a realized version of its “dreams of empire” as it moved forward, in
concert with the North, to trans-sectional unity and development. Just before this final
image of awakening, however, Lazarus pictures the region as “some half-savage, dusky
Indian queen, / Rocked in her hammock ‘neath her native skies” (Poems I 180).
Indigenizing the plantocracy, metaphorically at least, Lazarus implied that Northern
victory and the post-reconstruction mix of segregation and domestic inflows of capital
were energetic and progressive colonizing forces.
“The South” proposes that the confederacy’s “dream of empire” could be realized
in waking reality by a reunited nation with its eyes on the world. This is the other part of
the vision of a globally-responsive nation that Lazarus wrote for (and on) the Statue of
Liberty. Reading “The New Colossus” as just one interconnected element of Lazarus’s
poetic output, it becomes clear that the “Mother of Exiles” was a part of a total vision of
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America’s recent history and its potential future. Lazarus’s link between the past and the
future was forged through economic growth, which reunited North and South and pushed
West via flows of capital, “willing labor,” and the combination of an immigrant and
emancipated workforce on consolidated U.S. territory. This was the America that offered,
to the benighted exiles of a crumbling Europe, its “world-wide welcome.”
The exile’s story was just one (albeit crucial) part of this vision of the latenineteenth-century U.S. Within that vision, Lazarus could blink at the Confederacy’s
proposed empire and revel in the possibilities latent in land annexed under the
plantocracy’s foreign policy vision. She could even see progress in the ongoing
subjugation and exploitation of a black workforce in the New South.
Exiles served to make this American history appear progressive, where the Civil
War’s devastation and moral ambiguity had ruptured the young Republic’s association
with liberty and progress. Incoming immigrants exculpated the violent imperialism that
had already forged the continental United States. They also prepared the ground for a
new kind of hegemonic status that the U.S. would exercise on the world stage.

Empire and Progress
Lazarus looked squarely at the Civil War, at the plantocracy’s national belonging as well
as its secession, and at the slave labour that opened up the South, fuelled America’s trade,
supplied its industry, and enriched the nation’s coffers. Still, she extolled America’s
exceptional virtue and liberty. With the European Jewish exile as her subject, she
rejuvenated the idea that America was an exceptional country, utilizing the westward
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movement of Jews across the Atlantic to keep up the idea of America as a nation
fulfilling its destiny in its own westwards journey.
Lazarus portrayed Jewish migration as a phenomenon that joined sacred, human,
and natural history. In the “Currents” section of her prose poem By The Waters of
Babylon, she figured transatlantic migration as a natural force. “Vast oceanic movements,
the flux and reflux of immeasurable tides, oversweep our continent” (Poems II 64). It is
unclear which continent is “our continent.” To begin with, it is a Europe tucked up
against Asia: “from the far Causcasian steppes to the squalid Ghettos” (64). After this
westward push from open “steppes” to confined “Ghettos,” the poem roves around the
world in search of more open space. Lazarus ends this section of her poem with a new
territory that is decisively non-European: a hybrid of the Middle East and the Western
United States. “The herdsmen of Canaan and the seed of Jerusalem’s royal shepherd
renew their youth amid the pastoral plains of Texas and the golden valleys of the Sierras”
(64).
Lazarus tied Jewish descent to Manifest Destiny. The exile’s berth could only be
situated in the expanding geography of empire. Lazarus thrilled to see the refugee from
Russia’s empire housed anew in lands wrested from Mexico and invested by Americans
with the frontier spirit. She contained such an expansive geography by ordering it
according to a sequence of historical progression. She traced this historically-invested
geography from East to West and back East again: from Eurasian confinement and
violence to an American destiny that points back to the ancient spiritual import of the
Middle East.

86

While she placed Jews at the centre of a westward sweep of world history,
Lazarus was ambivalent about inscribing Jews as agents of empire. She was attached to
the exile’s romance, and that romance rested on victimhood rather than triumphal victory.
Although this could be classed along with the settler ideologies described by Richard
Slotkin and Sacvan Bercovitch, Lazarus’s exile was a figure who fought “[a]gainst
world-legions” for a higher value than mere secular power (Poems II 22).
This phrase comes from the poem “Bar Kochba,” written in honour of the
eponymous leader of a Jewish revolt against the Roman Empire. That poem asserts the
nobility of “The weak, the wronged, the miserable,” and ends by proclaiming: “Nobler
the conquered than the conqueror’s end!” (Poems II 22). Likewise, in the poem “Gift,”
Lazarus argued that where the Egyptians craved wealth, the Greeks power, and the
Romans wealth, the Hebrew “hath forsworn” all these temporal attributes and was
represented “through the lamp within his hand,” as a spiritual type, uninterested in war
and power (Poems II 21).
But Jewish exiles did not need to be active agents of empire. They could simply
be worthy beneficiaries of imperial space, whose neediness retrospectively conferred on
empire its supposedly civilizing mission. As the victims of conquest and empires
elsewhere and in another time, Jewish exiles could be redeemed now in a land that
would, by admitting them, prove its consecration to Lazarus’s favoured abstractions: “the
Idea” and “Truth.” Exiles needed the land empire had secured.
It is less clear that empire needed the valorization afforded by its accommodation
of the exile. But Lazarus was writing in an emerging geopolitical context in which power
and conquest had to be tethered to notions of right and justice. She was re-investing
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America with some of the spiritual virtue that had been lost in decades of expansion and
conflict. An American history of secular landgrabs and bloody contests became respiritualized, albeit in a secular fashion, through the journey of the ancient Jewish exile,
who had already been invoked centuries earlier in the colonizing process.
In “An Epistle to the Hebrews,” an open letter to American Jews, Lazarus brought
America’s cosmopolitan features together with its (at least latent) imperial might. She
appealed to “the double cosmopolitanism of the American and the Jew,” which gave to
her presumed readers “a clearness of vision and coolness of head.” These virtues, Lazarus
suggested, should inform an American foreign policy, in whose counter-imperial
machinations can be discerned the prerogatives of an emerging empire which assumes
the role of setting the standard for other polities and their interactions. “We see the
leashed and greedy hounds of European power straining at their checks, ready to pounce
upon the tempting morsel of Egyptian supremacy, or struggling to be freed for the chase
and to be “in at the death” of the Ottoman Empire” (Selected Poetry 264). American
Jews, with their cosmopolitan obligations, were required to monitor the competitive
struggles between the British, French, (nascent) German, and (in Lazarus’s eyes,
moribund) Ottoman empire. These empires had lost the capacity to formulate “their
checks” themselves. A mightier polity, and a more just one, needed to assert them
instead. In its international responsibilities, as well as on the grounds of its own territorial
expanse, Lazarus’s “Mother of Exiles” was an empire.
Foreign and domestic kept on looping back to one another in Lazarus’s image of
America. Just as America’s multiculturalism was shored up via its assumption of the
mantle of world power, America’s global role was based on a reinterpretation of the myth
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of the frontier. Jews made the American frontier more global at the same time as their
paradigmatic exile status worked to reboot U.S. exceptionalism. In Lazarus’s writing,
Jews did not place the frontier on other parts of the globe: although this was done by later
writers such as Mike Gold and Mary Antin, as explored in the third chapter of this
dissertation. Lazarus insisted that America remain a frontier for the world—by which she
meant, for Europe. The housing of Europe’s exiles on the southwestern frontier of
America lent a spiritual consummation to the closing of the frontier that Frederick
Jackson Turner announced a decade after “The New Colossus” was written. Anticipating
and quarrelling with Turner’s historical lament, Lazarus declared the reopening of
America itself as a maritime frontier for Europe’s exiles.
Transatlantic migration held an especial significance, not just because it recalled
the settlers’ original voyage, but because it had become in the intervening centuries a
movement which signalled progress. West was the direction of progress, from Hegel to
Buckle. America required Europe’s exiles to consecrate its expansions in the name of a
progress that had long been operatively attached to westward movement in European and
American thought. The historian Reginald Horsman, who traced the ways America’s
initially universal civilizing mission became increasingly racialized and Anglo-Saxonized
over the course of the nineteenth century, summarized the thrust of the Euro-American
discourse on the Western course of progress. Horsman explained that late eighteenthcentury secular thought supplanted and consolidated early ideas of divine mission in
fixing the pioneers’ embrace of the entire American continent in natural law and
progressive history.
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While Puritan ideas contributed to a belief that in some special way the people on
the American continent would influence the world, more fundamental myths of
human progress gave a particular significance to the advance of pioneers across
the American continent. In moving west American pioneers were perceived, both
in Europe and in America, as continuing a movement of civilization that had been
continuous since the earliest times. (83)
Lazarus connected this American “manifest destiny” to Jews’ plight in the East. The
connection proved propitious. Jews, outcasts of the nations, could only find their freedom
in a state more expansive and less circumscribed than a nation. In “By the Waters of
Babylon,” Lazarus called this state “the mother of nations,” giving an expressly
international and geopolitical slant to that other phrase she coined, in the very same year
“Mother of Exiles.” She saw its territorial location most acutely in the very places—the
ex-Mexican states of California and Texas—for which John L. O’Sullivan “coined the
phrase Manifest Destiny to describe the process of American expansion” (Horsman 219).
Lazarus’s interpretation of American geography hinged, in site-specific ways, on
the history of imperial expansion. She understood that history to proceed, originally, from
the Babylonian exile. Grafting exilic Jewry onto Manifest Destiny, Lazarus linked
Biblical history to her own moment via the “turbid stream” of migration. Here are the last
four sections of the “Currents” section of the collection “By The Waters of Babylon,”
which were written in 1887, months before Lazarus’s early death at the age of thirty-eight
and were “the first prose-poems ever published in the English language” on the model of
Charles Baudelaire (Weingrad 107).
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4. Hark to the cry of the exiles of Babylon, the voice of Rachel mourning for her
children, of Israel lamenting for Zion.
5. And lo, like a turbid stream, the long-pent flood bursts the dykes of oppression
and rushes hitherward.
6. Unto her ample breast, the generous mother of nations welcomes them.
7. The herdsmen of Canaan and the seed of Jerusalem’s royal shepherd renew
their youth amid the pastoral plains of Texas and the golden valleys of the Sierras.
(Poems II 64-5)
The image of “the generous mother of nations” welcoming the descendants of the “exiles
of Babylon” to “renew their youth” in Texas and the “the golden valleys of the Sierras,”
(conquered in the U.S.-Mexican War sparked by the annexation of Texas) gives a clear
imperial and territorial context to the cosmopolitan and idealistic note Lazarus struck in
“The New Colossus.”
Ironically, it is by acknowledging Emma Lazarus as a poet who wrote about the
geographical span of the American nation—including the slave South and the frontier
West—and not just as a poet of the migrant metropolis, that we can grasp her imperial
vision of the U.S. A near-exclusive and de-contextualized focus on “The New Colossus”
has made Lazarus appear as the poet of one lone rock in New York Harbour, rather than
the nationally-responsive poet she was in fact. The U.S. which Lazarus apprized as a
refuge for the “tempest-tost” was a land she knew to be made by imperial annexations
and exploitation. Yet she still insisted on America’s capacity to provide freedom—at
least for the victims of other empires. She envisaged a “turbid stream” of migration,
which “burst the dykes of oppression,” driving exiles west, across the Atlantic, into
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America. Latter-day “exiles of Babylon” continued to make America’s territorial empire
appear in the light of a progressive force. Jews fleeing Russian “oppression” could stake
their moral claim to “the pastoral plains of Texas and the golden valleys of the Sierras,”
even if that was not a major destination for Jewish migrants.
These rural and regional images in Lazarus’s poetry are contradictory. They
buttress a mythic image of the American west, with its “ample welcome.” But they also
point to the material facts—the literal grounds—of American empire. By mixing the
political and ideological histories of the west in her poetry of exile welcome, Lazarus
helped a pre-Civil War image of U.S. exceptionalism limp along toward the century’s
end. Before U.S. exceptionalism would fully adapt in the light of the immigrant subject in
whose name it was recrafted, it would lose its territorial basis in the American empire and
become affixed to a different image of America’s global significance. Nevertheless,
westward progression never ceased to be central to the image of the U.S. as a progressive
kind of empire; even as, ironically, the grounds of western expansion entailed precisely
the bloody violence and exploitation from which America was supposed to be exempt.

Manifesting Jewish Destiny
“Westward the course of Judaism, as of empire, takes its way” are the words with which
Joseph Strelitski, one of the principal characters in Israel Zangwill’s Children of the
Ghetto, proposes to move to America (476). When Zangwill published this novel in
Philadelphia and London in 1892, he began a life-long career of transatlantic travel.
Zangwill, like Lazarus, combined literary endeavours with immigrant advocacy. He
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sought to realize her vision of Jewish refugees in Texas on a larger scale through the
(ultimately abortive) Galveston Scheme.
Like Lazarus, Zangwill bequeathed to America a lasting image of cosmopolitan
nationality, the idea of the “melting pot,” which he expounded upon in a 1907 play of the
same name. Again, the idealized portrayal of American cosmopolitanism that Zangwill
sought to emblematize through the immigrant Jew was forged in the context of
imperialism. In his case, the imperial context was not restricted to America’s continental
and hemispheric expansions but included, and indeed focused on, the British Empire of
which Zangwill was a subject, and which he also praised as a melting pot society that
united a “motley of creeds, races, and colours” (The War for the World 76).
Zangwill presented the political possibilities of American empire more
programmatically and prosaically than Lazarus had. For him, it was clear that social
progress and international diplomacy could both be achieved by rightly-administered
imperial policy. This was especially the case given his interest in representing and
advocating for an international minority. Like the architects of the League of Nations,
which institutionalized the internationalism that guided his politics, Zangwill believed
that international arbitration under Great Power guidance was the path to world peace.
Unlike the League’s builders, he was positively convinced that nations and nationalism
were backward forces. Progress lay in the direction of empire, with its “motley”
demographics and its repudiation of the nation’s insistence on genetic descent as the basis
of citizenship.
Zangwill saw empire as the means by which the Jewish problem, which had
plagued the liberal nationalism of the nineteenth century, could be solved at the dawn of
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the twentieth century. Judaism and empire would flock westward toward expansive new
polities that would escape the sectional and competitive strife of the old world. In
Zangwill’s The Melting Pot, as in Lazarus’s work, Jewish aspirations were part and
parcel of a larger geopolitical worldview. Where Lazarus made the housing of Jewish
exiles a logical corollary of the politics and history of American expansion, Zangwill
argued that the integration of Jews into American society would help America fulfil its
coming twentieth-century role as an international arbitrator and a new kind of global
hegemon.
Lazarus and Zangwill both saw America as a place where Europe’s exiles could
be accommodated. Both of them put this down to an unfinished and expansive aspect to
the U.S. Each of them viewed this expanding, changeable American state in different
contexts. Lazarus, born in the American 1840s, saw an expansive, integrative national
polity emerging from the Civil War, and based on the frontier optimism of lands annexed
or conquered from Mexico. Zangwill, a Londoner born in the 1860s, saw America’s
unfolding promise in relation to the geopolitics of imperial Europe. He believed America
could progress, where Europe was stuck, by running with imperialism away from the
competitive European nationalisms that constrained the otherwise expansive and
cosmopolitan tendencies of empire.
For both Lazarus and Zangwill, but in different ways, exiles could come to
America because the U.S. evinced distinct differences to the European nation. Nonnational Jews could flourish in a supra-national America. Zangwill explicitly articulated
what remained more or less implicit in Lazarus’ poetry: that the problems of an
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international minority could only be resolved via the social and cultural politics of a
country that was greater than a nation.
Zangwill would come to see cosmopolitan America and international Jews as the
prime agents of a utopian imperialism. His geopolitical vision came to maturity after
WWI, when minority rights in Europe, alongside colonial disputes outside of it, made
him question what it meant to be a minority that pertained to a global rather than national
whole. Writing in an article on “The Territorial Solution to the Jewish Problem” in 1919,
on the necessity of a diaspora politics as well as territorial or national projects for Jews,
Zangwill described Jews as a perennially international people who needed “to defend a
frontier line as large as the world” (The Voice of Jerusalem 277).
Jews, living between and amongst the world’s often warring nations, seemed to
Zangwill the keystone of the internationalism of his era, which he suspected the League
of Nations of being too weak and “shadowy” to safeguard (The Voice 320). In his 1907
play The Melting Pot, Zangwill called upon America to take up the mantle of what he
later called a “group-system” in which “several peoples” would “come together on
economic grounds to run a territory” (The Voice of Jerusalem 320).
The Melting Pot presented this as America’s lesson to Europe and envisaged the
Statue of Liberty’s beacon “[s]hining over the starving villages of Italy and Ireland, over
the swarming stony cities of Poland and Galicia, over the ruined farms of Roumania, over
the shambles of Russia” (32). Before WWI and the Wilsonian liberalism that would
prevail in its plans for reconstruction, Zangwill had envisaged American empire as a twopronged solution to Europe’s embattled nationalities. He believed that the U.S. could be
both a model to Europe and an agent in the old world’s reconstitution.
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Dark Ages of the Nation
It was as early as 1892 that Zangwill expressed his frustrations with the nation. His
frustrations were presented in formal and stylistic ways, as well as in political dialogues,
in the novel Zangwill wrote under commission for the Jewish Publication Society in
Philadelphia, Children of the Ghetto: A Study of a Peculiar People. This novel sought to
present the social and political dilemmas faced by secular Anglo-Jewish professionals,
while it also represented the multivalent culture of its titular “Ghetto,” the immigrant East
End of London.
Children of the Ghetto was split into two volumes and published as a tripledecker. It assumed the social expansiveness and thematic sophistication of the Victorian
realist novel. The question of how to include Jews within that genre is palpable
throughout, not least because one of the main characters, Esther Ansell, is also a Jewish
realist writer. Ansell becomes socially mobile through her educational success and her
acquisition of Victorian cultural competency. This leaves her feeling utterly detached
from her relatives and the community of her birth in the immigrant East End. She gapes
at the “caricatures of humanity” (434) she finds amongst unassimilated Jews, and
wonders what “has she in common” with “this semi-barbarous breed of wretches?” (436).
From the British perspective, Jews are still “in the Dark Ages” (484)
Zangwill’s point was not to denigrate Jews but to criticize the type of national
belonging that kept them in a cramped minority status. In order to do this, he worked
through the limited possibilities for Jewish representation in the cultural repertoire of the
British novel. In the first half of Children of the Ghetto, Zangwill visualized Jews
through the optics of “a grotesque picturesqueness that would have delighted Doré” (75).
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Imagining a fantastical etching, Zangwill depicted the scene of a poor house as “a sort of
cattle-pen, into which the paupers crushed” (75) Like Lazarus’s “In Exiles,” Zangwill’s
narrative turns attention upon Jewish physiognomies in order to invoke, albeit critically,
the way Jews were imagined within a wider culture. And like Lazarus’s knowing
pastoral, but with a more visual impulse, Zangwill presented semitic faces in the context
of a recognizably cultural style. “The single jet of gas light depending from the ceiling
flared upon the strange simian faces” (75).
Switching from the agricultural domesticity of the “cattle-pen” to the evolutionary
uncanny of the “simian,” Zangwill underscored how Jews in a Victorian novel had to
appear familiarly unfamiliar. They were other, but in a recognizable and well-known
format. This was how the Ghetto appeared in the British novel: a local-colour scene
loaded with stock characters whose humanity was questioned or abrogated.
Zangwill was also keenly aware that the Jewish Ghetto was larger than Victorian
Britain: that it included flows of bodies and ideas that extended porously beyond the
borders or culture of the nation. He presented Jewish crowds as unmanageably
polyvalent, and proceeded to show how their excessive scope was crammed into an
inadequate and stifling national format. In Children of the Ghetto’s description of a
crowd of children entering a classroom, Zangwill condensed his idea of a multinational
populace entering a nation too restrictive to accommodate it.
And they came—in a great, straggling procession recruited from every lane and
by-way: big children and little children; boys in blackening corduroy and girls in
washed-out cotton; tidy children and ragged children; children in great shapeless
boots gaping at the toes; sickly children and sturdy children and diseased
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children; quaint sallow, foreign-looking children and fresh-coloured, Englishlooking children; with great pumpkin heads, with oval faces, with pear-shaped
heads; with old men’s faces, with cherubs’ faces, with monkey’s faces; cold and
famished children and warm and well-fed children; children conning their lessons
and children romping carelessly; the demure and the anaemic; the boisterous and
the blackguardly, the insolent, the idiotic, the vicious, the intelligent, the
exemplary, the dull—spawn of all countries—all hastening at the inexorably
clang of the big school-bell to be ground in the same great, blind, inexorable
Governmental machine. (96)
The dehumanizing gaze, softened by a more sympathetic form of categorization for
Ghetto children, finally gets turned around at the end of this sentence. The sheer diversity
of children, enumerated quite joyously, is too broad for the institution into which this
“great, straggling procession” arrives. In the face of such heterogeneity, the institutional
response is to homogenize. The chaotically assorted children are “ground in the same
great, blind, inexorable Governmental machine.” Zangwill’s final adjective,
“Governmental,” tethers the school’s disciplinary function to the state. The British
education system mangles the diversity it cannot accommodate.
In a dramatic switch that ends this paragraph, the novel’s assumption of a
centralized, realist, national focalization is undercut. The “single jet of gas light” that
illuminated the poor house and its visitors is revealed as a limiting national optic, giving
a chiaroscuro effect to soften those aspects of the Ghetto scene that cannot be grasped
within the novel tradition Zangwill was employing.
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It is revealing that Zangwill called the “Governmental machine” “blind,” in a
novel that self-consciously deploys visual tropes. If, for Jews, “the Dark Ages are still
lingering on in England” (484), it is not just because of the limitations of the AngloJewish community, which was nevertheless a concern for Zangwill. More crucially,
Jewish Dark Ages were a symptom of the imaginative and social limits of nationality
itself. From Edwin Chadwick’s sanitation reforms on, opacity and darkness had served as
ways of figuring the corners of the nation that resisted reform.51 Zangwill suggested what
appeared like local and ethnic darkness was. in fact, the effect of blind spots in the
national consciousness.
Jewish emancipation had not been completed in the liberal nation. For Zangwill,
the cosmopolitanism of the European enlightenment suggested another option. The fate
of Jews was to push Europeans out of their nationalities. Such was his vision of progress.
The path towards its achievement lay westwards: along the route of empire and via
Europe’s erstwhile colonies.

Out into the World
In opposition to England, America furnished the grounds for a “grander, nobler, larger”
conception of Jewish life, predicated on Jewish integration into politics and culture
(Zangwill Children of the Ghetto 476). The second half of Zangwill’s novel is entitled
“Grandchildren of the Ghetto.” Its characters have left the Ghetto behind for West
London, where they are as cramped by social customs and prohibitive standards of taste
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and conduct as their ghetto parents were by religious custom and poverty. In order to
achieve a real distance from Whitechapel, they must move further away. America is their
destination and their destiny. Joseph Strelitsky, who evangelizes on behalf of America,
insists on leaving behind both a “provincial” Judaism and the all-too-limiting national
belonging—Britishness—in which that provincialism was grounded.
The provincial period of Judaism is over, even though its Dark Ages are still
lingering on in England. It must become cosmic, universal. Judaism is too timid,
too apologetic, too deferential. Doubtless this is the result of persecution, but it
does not tend to diminish persecution. We may as well try the other attitude. It is
the world the Jewish preacher should address, not the Kensington congregation.
(476)
On the surface, this is an argument about Judaism, and not one about the national or
international contexts in which that Judaism circulates. Yet the terms employed point up
geopolitical concerns. If Judaism needs to move from being “provincial” to being
“universal,” and if the material condition for this is transatlantic emigration, then
Zangwill was countering his own use of local colour description in the early parts of
Children of the Ghetto in order to argue that the “provincial” could not be transcended by
the national. Jews could not be de-marginalized by petitioning for national forms of
inclusion and representation. Zangwill’s novel was not trying to get England to hear the
plight and seriousness of its Jews—or, at least, not England alone. “It is the world” that
needed to be addressed. Jews would remain “too timid, too apologetic,” so long as they
remained focused on social mobility and cultural assimilation “in England,” where
Judaism’s “Dark Ages are still lingering on.”
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Like Lazarus, Zangwill sought actual grounds on which his “cosmic, universal”
aspirations might be realized. The two writers found those grounds in the same place.
Even though Zangwill never moved to the U.S., his career was predicated on transatlantic
publications and journeys. (Children of the Ghetto was, after all, the product of a
commission by the Jewish Publication Society of America). It was Zangwill’s play
written about the U.S. and for American publication that secured him the most literary
fame, in his own time and subsequently. The Melting-Pot elaborated the vision of
America that underpinned the turn across the Atlantic with which Children of the Ghetto
concluded.

European Eyes on America
Werner Sollors demonstrated that Zangwill’s 1907 play The Melting-Pot furnished an
enduring vocabulary for discussions of American ethnicity and multiculturalism,
suppling a compelling “story” that was later utilized by “historical sociological
methodologies” to argue about multi-ethnic America (10). But Zangwill’s play itself is
situated considerably outside of the (American, multi-ethnic) discourse into which its
terms and ideas were subsequently funnelled. The Melting-Pot is really about America’s
capacity to furnish a non-European space for the resolution of European problems of
nationalities and minorities. That is why Sollors places it in a colonial lineage stretching
back to 1782 and J. Hector St. Jean de Crèvecoeur’s Letters From an American Farmer
(75). Zangwill updated the colonial vision of America as a place where old world
persecutions could be escaped, and animosities reconciled. Crucially, instead of picturing
settlers fleeing Europe to establish a melting-pot society on terra nullius, he presented
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America as a place from which Europe itself could be reconstructed along new line: a
new order that would counteract horizontal competition between nationalities as well as
the vertical prejudices and hierarchies that inhered within them.
Almost all The Melting-Pot’s characters are Europeans. The Quixanos are a
Jewish family who have recently arrived in America from Russia, and who live three
generations deep in a house on Staten Island with an Irish maid Kathleen (whose wry
response to the family’s lax approach to religious dietary requirements provides the
play’s opening with a comic tone). The youngest Quixano, David, is an orphan, living
with his uncle and grandmother. He is also a musical prodigy. David plays music for a
Settlement House under the auspices of Vera Revandal. Vera is a Russian: not Jewish,
but a revolutionary in exile. Vera and David fall in love, but their romance is scuppered
by the arrival of Vera’s father, a Russian “Baron” who not only disapproves of the
marriage between his daughter and a Jew, but turns out to be the self-same man who
ordered the slaughter of David’s parents in the notorious Kishinev pogrom, four years
earlier. The play’s romantic question is whether its “pogrom orphan” and its “butcher’s
daughter” can get over their shared links to the same violent atrocity in the past through
their mutual attraction, accord, and common political ideology.
In concert with this romantic plot, Zangwill’s play investigates the politics of
international art. Vera’s father wants to secure her marriage to an American oil-tycoon.
That wealthy American, Quincy Davenport, is the patron of an orchestra for which
Quixano writes an “American symphony.” Under the leadership of the orchestra’s
eccentric German conductor, Herr Pappelmeister, the rank and file of the orchestra throw
up their dubious patronage and perform for the Settlement instead.
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The Melting-Pot is not a simple paean to American cosmopolitanism. Its drama
presents several different iterations of cosmopolitanism and examines the tensions
between them. The proposed matrimonial alliance between Quincy Davenport and the
Revandals is a union of Old World elites with New World capital—the internationalist
stuff of Edith Wharton’s The Custom of the Country or Henry James’s The American.
Vera’s mother invokes a second cosmopolitanism: the internationalism of her daughter’s
radicalism and cross-religious romance: “Ze intellectuals and ze Bund,” she complains,
invoking the Jewish socialist organization recently established in Vilna “have their
branches here” in America, where they form part of a “diabolical network” (105). Finally
there is the play’s own internationalist vision. Politically, The Melting-Pot’s
internationalism comprises a transatlantic current of industrial democracy that has been
chronicled by historians like Daniel T. Rodgers and Dorothy Ross.52 This outlook
comprised a reformist drive to reconcile class conflict and to ameliorate prejudice and
poverty through philanthropy, enlightened leadership, and cultural education. It
empowered a cadre of artists, academics and policy-makers to help bring to fruition an
ultimately ineluctable, though obstacle-strewn progress. In spite of its cosmopolitan and
transatlantic context, the play made much of America. The America Zangwill envisioned
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was framed in aesthetic rather than political terms. The conjunction of America and the
arts is symbolized by Quixano’s American Symphony, which expounds on Zangwill’s
belief that immigrants entering America were both harmonizing with and orchestrating a
new kind of social vision.
In an argument between David Quixano and Quincy Davenport, migrant Jew and
U.S.-born millionaire clash over which of them can more legitimately use the possessive
pronoun in relation to “America.” Quixano’s argument brings class and culture into the
debate. For him, his entitlement as a “Jew-immigrant” to lay claim to America is based
on the fact that he is, surprisingly less European than Davenport: for Davenport prizes the
class-structures and high culture of the European anciens regimes. Quixano, on the
contrary, is an artist and one of Europe’s “victims.”
DAVID: I am nothing but a simple artist, but I come from Europe, one of her
victims, and I know that she is a failure; and that her palaces and peerages are
outworn toys of the human spirit, and that the only hope of mankind lies in a new
world. And here—in the land of to-morrow—you are trying to bring back
Europe—
QUINCY: [Interjecting.] I wish we could!—
DAVID: Europe with her comic-opera coronets and her worm-eaten stage
decorations, and her pomp and chivalry built on a morass of crime and misery—
(92)
David’s insists on being an American on the basis of ex-European victimhood. Zangwill,
like Lazarus, contrasted the “wretched refuse” of Europe, which Americans sought to
reject, with the old continent’s “outworn toys” that were so apprized in America.
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Knowing that Europe is a “failure,” and being an ejected part of a failed European polity
himself, confers upon David the right to tell Quincy that it is “you who are killing my
America” (91).
Being “nothing but a simple artist” is also crucial to David’s significance as an
ex-European new-American. As David explains when comparing the U.S. to other
countries where Jews had historically sought exile, “[t]hese [other] countries were not in
the making” (102). Immigrants could participate in the making of American culture,
whereas other sites of exilic refuge were “old civilisations stamped with the seal of
creed” (102). It is America’s unresolved nationality and continued growth which made it
accessible to one of “Europe’s victims” and to an aesthetically-competent victim at that.
David ends his argument with Quincy by insisting “America shall make good…!” (92).
America’s own aesthetic culture has not yet been started or more specifically, it has been
continually obstructed by “Europe-apers” (94-5).
The Melting-Pot presents a contrast between a U.S. seeking to ape Europe, and
Europeans trying to create a new America. This is the imperial either/or of Zangwill’s
play. Either America would seek to replicate the “outworn” culture of feudal European
states who had first conquered its land, or Europeans would continue to flock to America
space seeking redemption and liberation from Old World narrowness. David’s “American
Symphony” did not seek to incorporate elements of African American or American
Indian Music, as Antonín Dvorák’s 1893 New World Symphony had done. Instead, it
expressed that centuries-old colonial ideal of civilizational remoulding. This involved
personal sacrifice on behalf of a greater good, “we must suffer…It is live things, not dead
metals, that are being melted in the Crucible” (157).
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Zangwill’s image of “the Crucible,” like Lazarus’s “The New Colossus,” is an
aesthetic figuration of personal and collective regeneration, which eschews the birthright
and genetics of national belonging, and embraces a difficult, belaboured, but devoutly
wished-for collective rebirth. Sollors has traced this rebirth down through the “spiritual
autobiographies” which comprise a significant bulk of early American letters. The long
historical arc of Sollors’s readings does not, however, permit interrogation of Zangwill’s
contemporary political moment. That moment was a time at which nations and minorities
were being reconsidered in the light of imperialism. This was the connection between
Zangwill’s own immigrant advocacy and the chord he struck with colonial images of
America’s beginnings. The Melting-Pot updated ideas of colonial remaking, and made
them fit the collectivist drives and broad social politics of a new era of imperial activity
amongst European powers—with America making itself known as a recent addition to
the scramble to join the “claimants,” as Zangwill witheringly put it, to “every place in the
sun” (The Voice of Jerusalem 264).

Intervening in Empire
Zangwill’s stance on contemporary imperialism was complex. He despised landgrabs
motivated by profit. Nevertheless, he drank deep from his era’s Eurocentric assumptions
about bearing civilization to the rest of the world. He sought a place for Jews in the
imperial world but railed against the racial distinctions upon which empire rested. In
1911, at the Universal Races Congress in London, Zangwill used the opportunity of a
platform alongside the likes of W.E.B. Du Bois to enter a plea for the end of racial
distinctions. “Not only is every race akin to every other,” he explained in his address to

106

the Congress, “but every people is a hotch-potch of races” (qtd Leftwich 174).
Throughout his non-fiction writing of the 1910s, Zangwill reiterated his belief that
demographic distinctions were an artefact of history. At the same time, he could happily
entertain imperial ideas, and his ideas were likewise entertained by imperial
administrators.
In 1905 Zangwill formed the Jewish Territorial Organisation (ITO), a splinter
group of the World Zionist Organization that had become increasingly insistent on
excluding any alternatives than Palestine for a Jewish state. Zangwill formed his offshoot
at the Seventh Zionist Congress in Basel “when, despite an impassioned plea from
Zangwill, a large majority [of the WZO] . . . voted to reject the East Africa scheme” that
had originally been backed by Theodore Herzl in 1903 (Udelson 178). With Herzl dead
and the WZO fixated on Palestine, Zangwill formed the ITO in August with another
British Jew, Lucien Wolf. The ITO’s raison d’etre, as Zangwill explained it in a 1905
pamphlet, was to respond to “actual conditions and needs” of Jewish refugees, as
opposed to what he cast as the unrealistic fantasies of the Zionists (Speeches 231). In
Zangwill’s pragmatic viewpoint, the actual conditions and needs of Jewish refugees
required striking deals with empires. In a letter to The Times, Winston Churchill
approvingly summarized Zangwill’s viewpoint as leader of the ITO “I agree most
heartily with the spirit of Mr. Zangwill’s letter to The Times, of 12th December 1905.
There should be room within the world-wide limits of the British Empire for the selfdevelopment and peculiar growth of many races and many traditions and of many creeds”
(qtd Leftwich 188).
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Rather than using the language of sovereign nationality, which Zionists would
adopt after the war, Zangwill and the ITO adroitly adopted the language of home rule and
devolution being developed in Whitehall and throughout the Dominions of the British
Empire. Zangwill’s internationalism was not organized around the world-map of
sovereign nationalities associated with Woodrow Wilson. Instead, it utilized the political
concepts of the Great Powers seeking to remake empire for the twentieth century. Mark
Mazower has shown how British Dominion leaders like the South African premier Jan
Smuts forged a connection between imperial administration and internationalism in the
League and the U.N. through this imperial worldview (28-40). Zangwill looked to this
kind of “nationalism” amongst the British Dominions, were new nationalities would exist
in quasi-dependent relations to larger empires, for his vision of Jewish re-settlement and
re-patriation. As one of his biographers summarized, it was Zangwill’s “contention that
there is room for many millions of people in the under-developed, under-populated parts
of the world, and notably in the British Dominions” (Leftwich 277). Zangwill used
empire to extol a worldview in which Jews would not be independently sovereign, but
would precure control over a territory in a dependent and interconnected relationship
with the Great Powers. Through the ITO, he petitioned for Jews’ accession to the table of
empire in order to procure a place amongst the Great Powers carving up the rest of the
world.
While Zangwill could not abide militaristic imperialism or colonial profiteering,
his criticisms of imperial power fell considerably short of desiring to abolish empire.
Indeed, it was in and through an imperial world that he forged his political and literarycultural image of Jewish emancipation beyond the nation. His anti-imperial and anti-
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racist stances are crucial to a full understanding the form of empire he did wish to
promulgate, advocate, and utilize.
A decade before The Melting-Pot, Zangwill’s novel The Mantle of Elijah made a
strong critique of imperial jingoism in Britain at the time of the South African wars. In
that novel, imperial warmongering was presented as a cynical ploy that utilized
chauvinist expansionism in order to capture the new electorates enfranchised under the
Second Reform Act. A Whig MP called Broser shifts from radical domestic politics to
imperialist violence, claiming to be the “direct incarnation of the people” in this shift
from labour reform to militaristic annexation (The Mantle 212). Broser is supposed to
embody the demagogic political progeny of Benjamin Disraeli, without the elder
statesmen’s “unifying sweep of ideas,” which Zangwill would praised a few years later
(Dreamers 379) . Like Disraeli, Zangwill’s Broser learnt the political lesson that a
nationalism which took pride in empire could unify a newly expanded electorate in the
metropole. Unlike Disraeli, however, and by virtue of his belonging to an unruly new
generation, Broser sought to expand and fight for Britain’s empire rather than cherish it
as a part of the nation’s conservative heritage.
In The Mantle of Elijah, which had no Jewish content beyond its use of King
Ahab’s Hebrew prophet for its titular image of political vision and inheritance, Zangwill
expressed the need for an enlightened imperial leadership. Such a leadership would be
attentive to social issues and collectivist rather than individualist. But it would also be
elitist in order to ward off the dangers of demagoguery. To prevent the “march of
civilization” (306) from becoming a trample of military boots on far-flung soil, The
Mantle of Elijah expressed the need for a spirited leadership in metropolitan Britain. Yet
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Zangwill’s 1895 novel refused to turn its back on empire altogether. In fact, imperial
responsibility was only heightened by the need to combat demagogues and race-warriors.
The novel ultimately presented the case for a progressive imperial government which,
from its London seat, would guide progress over the metropole and the colony alike,
without substituting imperial violence for domestic reform.
In his America play The Melting-Pot, Zangwill made the Settlement House into a
site manifesting the connection between imperial power and cosmopolitan progress.
Vera’s Settlement House, where David’s Symphony is eventually performed, symbolizes
a Progressivist connection between middle-class professionalism, immigrant assimilation,
cultural education and a burgeoning international pacifism. The immigrant
neighbourhood was not just a cosmopolitan area within the nation. Like the Ghetto in
Children of the Ghetto, it was also an area that internationalized the nation’s social
politics. International and foreign questions squeeze in through the domestic institutions
that are meant to contain migrations.
David Quixano calls Vera Revandal “the Spirit of the Settlement.” On this basis
he insists that Vera, of all people, must understand his theory of the American Crucible.
By dint of her work amongst the Settlement’s migrant communities, Vera ought to know
what David means when he calls America “God’s Crucible, the great Melting-Pot where
all the races of Europe are melting and re-forming” (33). She has seen the demographic
and ideological process of “melting and re-forming” in action as she prepared newcomers
for assimilation.
The word “re-forming” links together social reform and international
regeneration-through-migration. The immigrants who were such a favourite populace

110

amongst genteel U.S. reformers are also, in The Melting-Pot at least, ciphers for the rest
of the world’s wars and rivalries with which elite Americans must also concern
themselves. The “feuds” and “vendettas” of Europe, along with her “languages” and
“rivalries” are cast into the fires of the Melting-Pot, along with the very national
identities themselves: “Germans and Frenchmen, Irishmen and Englishmen, Jews and
Russians—into the Crucible with you all!” (33).
Zangwill balanced the old colonial appeal of America—“this great new continent
that could melt up all the race differences and vendettas” (279)—with a nascent sense of
America’s supervisory and tutelary role over Europe itself. He saw a certain historical
logic at play in the fact that the Great Powers’ erstwhile colony was becoming the
monitor of internecine Europe. In addition to the deeply European vision of America that
Zangwill furnished with The Melting-Pot, he invoked an American gaze on Europe: the
Statue of Liberty, looking out at (and illuminating) the lands that lay on the other side of
the Atlantic: “Shining over the starving villages of Italy and Ireland…” (32). To these
sites of embattled nationality, America’s Liberty would betoken U.S. internationalism
instead of the revolutionary nationalism of 1848. Italians and Irish comprised a large part
of recent generations of immigrant arrival into the North-East American metropolis, but
Italy and Ireland (along with [Austro-Hungarian] Galicia and Rumania) were sites of
nationalist uprisings, whether achieved or nascent. Zangwill was writing about world
politics as well as America’s cosmopolitan welcome to the European migrant labourer.
Zangwill invoked colonial America to redeem empire from the ill repute of the
New Imperialism. This was not a unique argument on his part. J.A. Hobson, the liberal
anti-imperialist whose 1902 study of imperialism proved such an influence on Lenin,
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distinguished between the original American and Australian “area[s] of sound colonial
life” under a settler populace, and the cloak-and-dagger financial politics and high profit
margins of the scramble for Africa (130). But where Hobson observed that it was race
that prevented the British government from ceding self-government to its non-settler
colonial acquisitions, Zangwill effectively ignored race, and sidestepped the “tropical or
sub-tropical territory” that concerned Hobson (130), in order to argue that Europe could
be revived via its own imperialism.
The Melting Pot contained a message about the U.S., which sat alongside and
complemented its message to the U.S. It underscored the importance of American
multiculturalism for the rest of the world, hailing it as a potentially de-nationalizing
influence on world politics. Zangwill would come to be frustrated with Wilsonian
liberalism, with its commitment to what he (Zangwill) saw as an outdated plan for a
comity of nations. In the place of a renaissance of nationalism, Zangwill believed that the
internationalism of his time heralded a liberation of empires from their metropolitan
nations.
His world-view brought together two otherwise quite separate strands of historical
and political thinking. On the one hand, a positive approach to what Immanuel
Wallerstein called the “settler decolonizations” that made the American republics in the
Age of Revolution, and on the other, the late-imperial internationalism which, as Mark
Mazower has shown, generated first the League of Nations, and subsequently the U.N, as
images for a beneficent pax americana built, in part, on the model of the European Great
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Powers.53 Perversely, America would make good on its old world originators by
transgressing and transcending them. It would fulfil the enlightenment ideals of Europe
by rejecting the romantic nationalisms that had usurped and carved up what Zangwill
believed to be the imperial cosmopolitanism of global progress.
Zangwill said as much in a lecture given in London in the March of 1917, when
the War was still being fought, but after Woodrow Wilson had already established the
“principle of nationalities” as the grounds for the eventual peace. Rebuking Wilsonian
liberalism with its view of a nationally-demarcated world, Zangwill pointed out that
nationalism had only ever been given a selective and pragmatic attention by the
statesmen of the past.
In the great Peace-Congresses of the past—at Vienna in 1815, at Paris in 1856, at
Berlin in 1878—it was ignored or flouted, frontiers being cut right through
nationalities. It is now to be the master-principle of the coming settlement of
Europe. Does it deserve this dominance? Is it a master-principle in the evolution
of humanity?
The eighteenth century would have had no doubt as to the answer. (The
Principle 14)
Zangwill pointed at Oliver Goldsmith’s Citizens of the World to marshal a lineage of
enlightenment cosmopolitan thought that was against the nation’s “noisome narrowness”
(The Principle 17-8). He also looked to his contemporaries, from Romain Rolland to
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Rabindranath Tagore, for vindication of his own cosmopolitan faith. But another,
historical aspect of his argument lay in the refutation of the idea that nationalism was
even a suitable candidate for the major political principle of the time. “If anything
characterizes the last half-century of history, it is the rise everywhere of Imperialism”
(The Principle 22).

Motley Empire
Taking an imperial view of recent world politics allowed Zangwill to defamiliarize the
concept of nationality and national belonging. Take a “look at the maps dividing Europe
by races or religions,” he challenged his 1917 audience in London, “you will find that,
with the exception of Jews and Judaism, who never exist for map-makers, the people and
the creeds have been poured over the map without regard to national boundaries” (The
Principle 32-3). Aside from his signature allusion to the geopolitical invisibility of Jews,
Zangwill’s point was to undercut the assumption that nations, even at the nineteenthcentury zenith of their political ideology, were stable phenomena whose boundaries could
be simply protected or altered. The nation-state was dissolved by its own religious and
racial admixtures. Force was what engendered belonging, Zangwill announced in The
Principle of Nationalities: “Conquest has been the main factor” (49).
Zangwill stressed heterogeneity and chaos over the apprized purity and selfevidence of the nation. No longer was he just arguing what he claimed in Children of the
Ghetto, that national identity and its institutions were coercive and cramping influences.
He was now insisting on the fundamentally illusory nature of that straitjacketed
nationality itself. Nations were made by wars, disasters, and migrations: phenomena
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which mixed people up and moved them around. The nation, sustained by an image of
kinship and a legal apparatus which, as Zangwilll remarked, was even leaving behind the
relative liberality of jus soli (territorial birthright) for the more restrictive form of jus
sanguinis (consanguinity), was an inadequate historical rubric.
Plagues and crusades and royal marriages, drums and tramplings of Caesars, new
worlds and goldfields, inter-racial loves and lusts, overgrowths and dwindlings of
population, cables and steamships and railways—these are the bombs of the
Archangels which have scattered and confused nationality till great ports are
becoming giant Babels of every folk on earth torn from their earth-sanctities and
simplicities. (The Principle 48-9)
The “earth-sanctities and simplicities” that nationality was supposed to reflect were, in
fact, lost in the mists of ancient times. An intervening history of war, plague, adventure
and empire had already “scattered and confused nationality.” To this long history,
Zangwill appended the recent phenomena that J.A. Hobson had witheringly summarized
as the” economic taproot of imperialism” (76). Zangwill, more approvingly, gestured to
“new worlds and goldfields…cables and steamships and railway” (The Principle 48).
Where Hobson had revealed the economic and financial taproot behind
imperialism in order to criticize it, Zangwill hailed the centrifugal forces pushing
expansion as progressive and denationalizing influences. In the “Afterword” to The
Melting Pot, Zangwill imputed economic motives to the sacred cows of the New England
settlers. “New England, of course, like Pennsylvania or Maryland, owes its inception to
religion, but the original impulse has long been submerged by purely economic pressures.
And the same motley immigration from the Old World is building up the bulk of the
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coming countries” (211-12). By “the coming countries,” Zangwill meant Latin American
republics, as well as British dominions in the Antipodes, in addition to North America.
Zangwill shifted a critical, anti-imperial vision of the post-Berlin Congress
scramble for Africa into a positive vision of demilitarized expansion in the older sites of
European colonialism. Now “motley immigration” under “purely economic pressures”
was replacing holy war, mercantilist enrichment, and other anachronistic forms of
empire. “The great modern steamship, in fact—supplemented by its wandering and
seductive agent—is playing the part in the world formally played by invasions and
crusades” (The Melting-Pot 212).
The turn-of-the-century immigrant was a beneficent and peace-loving counterpart
to earlier agents of colonial expansion. The “great modern steamship” and the
“wandering and seductive agent” were, moreover, open-ended in terms of the population
or agenda they served. Zangwill’s vision of economic development was redemptive
insofar as it was also non- or supra-national. Unfixed economic agents, in Zangwill’s
view, were not funnelling expansive forms of economic development and demographic
admixture through the restrictive form of the old world nation.
Zangwill’s image of new world expansion was tied to his vision of European
reconstruction. He connected the one to the other through his vision of a modern version
of empire untethered to the agendas and interests of a specific, metropolitan nation-state.
He invoked Britain’s “motley” Empire in order to inveigh against a chauvinistic British
nationalism (The War for the World 76). When challenged as to whether Jews were
Europeans, Zangwill would sometimes side-step the racial probe of that question by
pointing out that most of the British Empire “lay outside Europe,” and achieved its
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greatness through its “measureless diversity” (The War for the World 76). Zangwill
wanted to cosmopolitanize European nationalities by pointing out that, in their imperial
dominions, the nations of the old continent had already attained diversity and steeped
themselves in motley population admixtures.
Between staging The Melting Pot in Washington, D.C. in 1908 and publishing the
play in book-form with its appendices and Afterword in 1914, Zangwill developed a
global view of motley empire in which European nationalities would come to be
reconstituted and reconfigured by learning from their own empires. America, an erstwhile
colonial possession of Britain’s which had overtaken its motherland and achieved a
cosmopolitan society, served as one model for Europe to follow. Another model, linked
to America via Zangwill’s own play, with its use of a Jewish migrant as a central figure
for U.S. multiculturalism, was the diasporic Jew.
Zangwill’s praise of U.S. multiculturalism was part and parcel of this
idiosyncratically pro-imperial worldview. It was proscriptive rather than descriptive.
America could “make good” on its melting-pot potential only by throwing over its
“arrogantly nationalis[ing]” impulses toward “further restricting immigration” (The
Principle 63-4). Likewise, the Jewish paradigm for a cosmopolitan expansionism or
motley empire was inchoate and future-oriented. This was a program to be enacted in the
international setting. Imperial forums furnished the international equivalent of the
Settlement House image of U.S. social politics. Settling Jews in parts of the world where
European powers held imperial interests was, in Zangwill’s vision, a way of guaranteeing
colonial development while staving off international rivalries. Within his territorialist
program for Jewish settlement, this could be the case almost anywhere: East Africa,
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Mesopotamia, South America, or parts of Australia or Canada. Zangwill’s praise of
“motley immigration” (The Melting-Pot 212) was not limited to America’s nationality. It
was part of a global vision for New Imperialism.
Zangwill’s speech at the 1911 Universal Races Congress in London laid out his
proposals for Jewish transmigration and colonization as part of this global vision.
Rejecting Palestine, which was the exclusive focus of the WZO he had left under a cloud
six years earlier, Zangwill envisioned different locales for a “Jewish colony.” One site on
which he focused was Mesopotamia.
Many regions of the new world, whether in America or in Australia, would
moreover be enriched and consolidated by the accession of a great Jewish colony,
while to the Old World its political blessing may be many-sided. A host of
political rivalries, perilous to the world’s peace, centre round Palestine, while in
the still more dangerous quarter of Mesopotamia, a co-operation of England and
Germany in making a home under the Turkish flag in his original birthplace
would reduce Anglo-German friction, foster world-peace, and establish in the
heart of the Old World a bridge of civilisation between the East and West and a
symbol of hope for the future of mankind. (Papers on Interracial Problems 279)
Zangwill’s ambitions for Jewish settlement were expansive. Crucially, it was by tying the
ancient nationality of Jews to contemporary geopolitics and a “hope for the future of
mankind,” that Jewish settlement would have an impact beyond its effects on Jewish
communities. Zangwill believed that “a great Jewish colony” would enable the “new
world’ to be enriched and consolidated” while also conferring a “many-sided” “political
blessing” on the “Old World.”
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It is crucial to stress that Zangwill viewed the American model of
multiculturalism that he extolled in The Melting-Pot in relation to the colonial theatre of
what would become, in the post-war world order, the system of mandates and the
selective enshrinement of the ideal of national sovereignty. In 1911, the area that would
become independent Iraq in the post-war settlement appealed to Zangwill for a putative
Jewish colony, both because it was a site of inter-imperial competition and because it
contained the city of Ur, from which the Biblical patriarch Abraham originally hailed. A
Jewish Mesopotamia would help “reduce Anglo-German friction” in the Middle East,
before the World War pitted those two powers against each over post-Ottoman control of
the Middle East, and before the Sykes-Picot Treaty had secretly carved up the region
between the French and English. More expansively, Jewish colonization, by giving the
Old World’s development to new regions in one direction and, in the other, bringing the
imperial fringe’s cosmopolitanism back to the metropolitan idea of nationhood itself,
would “foster world peace.” Zangwill’s arguments for a Jewish colony were guided by
the concerns of international diplomacy and imperial power-balancing.
In its conjunction of an enriched “new world” with the resolution of “Old World”
rivalries, Zangwill’s 1911 speech to the Races Congress shines a surprising light on the
politics of The Melting Pot. In 1911, Zangwill spoke about “regions of the new world,
whether in America or Australia” and pivoted, just one sentence later, to discussing the
possibility of settling Jews “under the Turkish flag.” From Zangwill’s perspective, any
flow of (as he called it in 1914) “motley immigration from the Old World” (The Melting
Pot 212) to new regions signalled a two-sided blessing. Motley population movements
would cosmopolitanize the worldview and foreign policies of European polities, while
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also propitiously developing non-European zones. America was not unique in being a
melting-pot. Rather, it was a melting-pot, albeit the world’s most significant, simply
because it mixed European ex-migration, new world land, and a non-native basis for
citizenship.
Zangwill thus demurred from the American exceptionalism with which his play
came to be associated. The global significance he accorded to America meant that
America was not the only polity or space in which his motley demographics could be
discerned or realized. In 1916, he described the “British Empire” as a melting-pot of its
own, “a motley of creeds, races, and colours” which had “been brought under one
standard of justice” (The War for the World 76). This supra-national aspect of the British
Empire was “as majestic as the Papal blessing urbi et orbi,” as Zangwill turned to ancient
history to stress the connection between urban demographic admixture and a global
outlook (The War for the World 76). A year later, in The Principle of Nationalities,
Zangwill declared that America was “humanity’s last great hope” by dint of its likeness
to “a Roman empire” that prepared the ground for the “fusion” of “every petty
swashbuckling race setting up for itself” (76). In the enlarged sense of Zangwill’s later
writing, a Melting Pot referred to any non-European space of in-migration. This deexceptionalized America across history and geography, making the U.S. only one
specific example of a more general category, at the same time as it heralded the worldredeeming promise of American (or American-style) society.
Imperial ex-migration from Europe forged new polities that were superior to their
mother-countries. Zangwill was clearer than Lazarus that his iteration of her exiles
concerned de-nationalized people. In fact, he demurred from using the term exiles on this
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basis. “The pangs of exile show the pleasures of Nationality” (The Principle 79).
Zangwill was looking for a new kind of political constituency: not exiles, lest they should
maintain the mournful psychic connection to a lost country that “exile” implied. He
grasped the term “patriotism” and wrested it from its seedbed in nationalism, making it
an emigrant’s concerted virtue rather than a citizen’s automatic obeisance: “emigration
for Liberty, with patriotism as the child of free choice, seems at once worthier of human
dignity and more reliable than that which is the accident of birth” (The Principle 79).
Just as Zangwill praised “motley” realms where in-migration had scuppered ideas
of birthright and blood purity, he saw refugee Jews as particularly pertinent members of
these new polities by virtue of their easily-severed relation to the old country. Zangwill
saw Jewish mass migration to America as a providential confirmation. The
providentialism, however, was not specifically American. America simply served as a
way-post for a global reconfiguration. Zangwill turned to Lazarus for his Afterword to
The Melting-Pot:
It is by no mere accident than when an inscription was needed for the colossal
statue of Liberty in New York Harbour, that “Mother of Exiles” whose torch
lights the entrance to the New Jerusalem, the best expression of the spirit of
Americanism was found in the sonnet of the Jewess, Emma Lazarus:
Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door. (208-9)
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Zangwill’s point was not to narrow Americanism down to a specifically Jewish project.
Nor was it to consecrate America as the spiritual salvation of world Jewry. It was to
suggest that the “visions of Isaiah and Amos” could truly be universalized and politicized
somewhere like America. Diasporic Jews served to push America beyond itself, just as,
in Zangwill’s writing of the 1890s, they had pushed beyond the boundaries of Europe’s
nationalities. In America, Jews’ would no longer be “alone” in their “mission.” Through
“intermarriage with his fellow crusaders in new Land of Promise,” the American Jew
would help bring a new multiculturalism to fruition. Through Jews and other
denationalized peoples, America would not be alone in its “mission,” either.
Zangwill mixed the colonial imagery of a “new Land of Promise” with the
technocratic imperialism of his time and class. From the perspective of a cosmopolitan
British Jew, America appealed as a non-national site that might be utilized as a paradigm
for a new world-vision that would bring together metropolitan and colonial areas through
the ideals of motley demographics and economic development. Internal social divisions,
in terms of racial segregation and the division of labour, did not concern Zangwill. This
was why he could wax lyrical about an imperialism whose actual structures of
domination may well have given him pause for thought. Yet the utopian nature of the
world-view that Zangwill extrapolated from Jews’ journey to America was nonetheless
cramped by the metaphor he supplied to announce that cross-religious, multiracial
solidarity: “fellow crusaders.” Like Lazarus, Zangwill extolled a vision of America as a
pacific empire whose benefits might be conferred universally, where earlier empires had
erected hierarchies of “creeds, races, and colours.” Yet the “crusaders” through whom he
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figured this beneficent vision empire invoked precisely the phenomena Zangwill wished
to consign to history: war between creeds, conquest amongst races, and tribalism.
The imperial aspect of the multicultural Americanism that Lazarus and Zangwill
expressed has perhaps been ignored precisely because it is so riddled with contradictions.
Both of them justified American empire through normative claims about justice and
liberty that could scarcely be supported as descriptive aspects of U.S. society. Even their
much-vaunted cosmopolitanism and internationalism was somewhat stymied by their
over-exclusive attention to Jews; an attention which led them both toward Jewish
nationalism even as they otherwise argued against nations tout court. Nor can it be said,
in Zangwill’s case, that his work really belongs in American letters; aside from the facts
of his British nationality and residence, his work also studiously ignored U.S. conditions.
I have brought attention to these authors not to redeem their contradiction-ridden
imperial-immigrant politics, but to point out that the confounded nature of their literary
images of the U.S. constitutes a historically specific American problematic. Lazarus and
Zangwill found themselves engrossed by the promise which the U.S. held out to those
who were not born there. Whether this was interpreted as the product of empire, or the
virtue of cosmopolitanism, the non-native appeal of America raised as many questions as
it answered. Were there conditions that needed to be fulfilled in order to enter America as
a worthy exile? Were there differences and striations amongst newcomers to the U.S?
Just because citizenship was not reducible to nativity, this does not mean that there were
no conditions whatsoever for citizenship or U.S. belonging. Other Jewish “exiles,” who
came themselves from Russia, and who were threatened with or experienced
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denaturalization, came to ask more searching questions about the grounds of political
belonging in a U.S. suspended between a settler-colonial past and a superpower future.
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CHAPTER 2
INSURRECTIONARIES
Just as the works of Emma Lazarus and Israel Zangwill only reveal their true breadth and
complexity when considered in the light of their pro-imperial worldview, the famous
Jewish leftists and Yiddish radicals of the same period engaged with empire in a way that
is often overlooked when they are simply viewed as anti-capitalists. Jewish writers
aligned with the international workers’ movement spoke of empire, but they did so in
varied and often convoluted ways.
The anti-imperialism of migrant Jews is unfamiliar. It did not stem from the
critique of overseas imperialism or colonial racism. Instead, it was rooted in
insurrectionary organisation in the Russian Empire. Abraham Cahan and Alexander
Berkman became insurrectionaries in opposition to the Romanovs’ dynastic rule over the
contiguous empire of Tsarist Russia. Emma Goldman was radicalised in Rochester, New
York, but nonetheless kept Russian clandestine movements as her touchstone. Russian
revolutionary movements combined anti-capitalism with strategies for identifying and
opposing state violence. For insurrectionary Jews arriving in the U.S. with this as their
background, opposition to different but interconnected imperial regimes was a decisive
part of anti-capitalist and class-based organization.
Anti-imperialism foregrounded questions of strategy, especially strategies of
using and countering violence. It raised problems of solidarity, as it confronted regimes
with ambiguous external boundaries and proliferating internal distinctions. And it
involved negotiating between different kinds of empire. It is aim of this chapter to
examine the political thinking that these writers brought from Russia to America, and to
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see how it adapted in the face of the “differences between Russian and American
circumstances” (Cahan The Education 247). Encountering a very different order of class
and race relations in the U.S. from their native Russia, these three inter-imperial
insurrectionaries—Cahan, Berkman, Emma Goldman—sought to express the problems
and possibilities of solidarity between different empires, and across the stratifications that
they understood imperialism to engender.
Abraham Cahan is a particularly interesting case of the contradictory ways that
Jewish writers’ stances on empire corroborated and diverged from other forms of anticolonial and anti-imperial thought. Cahan is a towering figure in two distinct areas. He
was the most prominent socialist Jew in America, and his life and career occupy large
portions of historical works on the subject of Jewish radicalism by Ronald Sanders,
Jonathan Frankel, and Tony Michels.54 He has also been consecrated as one of the
“founding fathers” of “Jewish-American literature” (Scheier 72). Recently, Kathy
Schlund-Vials has brought together Cahan-the-socialist and Cahan-the-immigrantchronicler, to argue that his anti-capitalist thought engendered his sense immigrant loss in
the face of “the costs of U.S. citizenship” (51).
As an ideologue and a writer, Cahan appears in criticism as someone who
fervently believed that Jews’ political destiny lay via integration into the global
proletariat. Cahan has been depicted as a one-time anarchist who left behind his romantic
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attachment to Russian nihilism in the wake of the Haymarket Riots and in the face of the
increasingly obvious material needs of working-class Jews in New York, where an
“unceasing flow of Jewish immigration was at last bringing a clearly definable Jewish
proletariat into being” (Sanders 86).
The idea that Marxism allowed Cahan to line up Jewishness and class-based
solidarity is appealing given Cahan’s own retrospect of his Russian-revolutionary days in
a militant Kruzhok in Vilna, where he remembered feeling “we were “men” and not
“Jews” (qtd Frankel 52). While in Russia, he could not be both revolutionary and Jew.
According to Ronald Sanders, Cahan found that Jews could not stay Jewish while
becoming insurrectionaries until the percolation of Marxism into the revolutionary
movement, which was capable of “providing a myth of class struggle which could
encompass the Jewish masses, who were rapidly becoming proletarianized, that Jews
could participate in the movement without apparent contradiction” (28-9).
In this chapter I propose a different understanding of Cahan’s stance on
Jewishness and insurrectionary participation. Cahan understood that Jewish identity was
a complicating factor in both Marxist socialism and the populist revolutionary movement
that pre-existed Leninist Marxism in Russia. Yet he believed in the enduring significance,
not just for Jews but for insurrectionaries in general, of “the unfortunate Jewish
Question” (Cahan, The White Terror 144). The problems raised by Jewish participation
in revolution constituted a decisive and important element of insurrectionary strategy, not
an unfortunate discrepancy to be swept away.
Cahan did want to “encompass the Jewish masses” in a broader revolutionary
struggle (Sanders 28). The difficulty of doing so was, to him, an artefact of the way
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capitalism was embedded in imperial regimes that made insurrectionary organization
difficult. So he sought not to smooth the awkwardness so much as show, through the
awkward fit of the Jewish insurrectionary, the real challenges that revolutionary
movements needed to face in order to oppose the complex and varied regimes that
confronted them.
The substance to this claim lies in a much-overlooked novel that Cahan published
in 1905, The White Terror and the Red: A Novel of Revolutionary Russia. This novel is
decidedly different from Cahan’s New York fiction. It provides a sweeping overview of
Russia at the time of the assassination of Czar Alexander II in March 1881, including a
detailed portrayal of both the imperial guard and the clandestine revolutionary movement
Narodnaya Volya, whose members killed the emperor. It then proceeds to narrate the
brutal anti-Jewish pogroms that start in April 1881 and to examine the crises of loyalty
and revolutionary analysis that the pogroms induce amongst the Jewish insurrectionaries
that it includes in its cross-class and inter-religious cast of characters.
The White Terror is a remarkable novel, placing Cahan in a global literary context
of novelistic responses to insurrectionary violence and bomb-throwing that includes
Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Bésy (Devils), Ivan Turgenev’s Nov (Virgin Soil), José Rizal’s El
Filibusterismo (Subversion), Henry James’s The Princess Casamassima, and Joseph
Conrad’s The Secret Agent. Classic critical accounts of some of these late-nineteenthcentury realist novels of insurrection stress their “techniques of surveillance and
detection” (Seltzer 51) and their ideological investment in “active regulation” of the
insurrectionary energies they depict (Miller 10). Cahan’s novel was different. Uniquely
amongst these novelists, Cahan was avowedly and persistently sympathetic with the
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insurrectionary cause he portrayed. He criticized the strategies and theories of his
fictional insurrectionaries (and the real historical personages that appear in the novel)
from within a revolutionary worldview. And, though it did not make explicit references
to a global context except for American and Palestinian emigration amongst Jews, The
White Terror presented its revolutionary worldview as an opposition to empire that
entailed specific questions of scope, scale, and solidarity.

Imagining Empire
The White Terror opens with no Jewish characters whatsoever. It follows a provincial
aristocrat from his holiday in a German spa town where he rubs shoulders with the Tsar,
back to the fictional Russian Pale town of Miroslav, where most of the novel is set. In
Mirsolav Pavel, the young aristocrat, is fascinated by a group of radicals protesting the
expulsion of his own tutor from a local school. Out of fondness for his old teacher and
fascination with a young Jewish revolutionist named Clara, Pavel tries to join these
young student rebels. Finding them initially suspicious of his background, sincerity and
his motivations, Pavel eventually joins the revolutionary movement to which they all
belong (the real-life Nardonaya Volya, or “Will of the People”) with the help of a Jewish
intellectual. Makar puts Pavel in touch with the Petersburg leadership of the group. By
this time Pavel is in love with Clara and in sympathy with the aims of the Nardonaya
Volya, which pursues both clandestine terrorism and the propaganda method of “going to
the people” in order to undermine the imperial regime (18).
Initially incidental to the novel’s overarching depiction of a country in turmoil,
The White Terror’s Jewish characters and plotline becomes increasingly important. The
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Jewish insurrectionaries—Clara, her classmate Elkin, and Pavel’s mentor Makar—are
deeply uncertain about how much they ought to think about their Jewishness, just as
Cahan’s novel begins with only fleeting allusions to religion and ethnicity. The first half
of the novel shows how each Jewish revolutionist “suppresses” thoughts about his “race”
“in his own bosom,” “because race pride was contrary to the teachings of the movement”
(84). The narrative comments on the way Clara’s “own home” with its “Jewish realities”
is “no part” of her world of revolutionary commitment and struggle (138). But it is only
after the assassination of the Tsar by a group of Jewish and non-Jewish insurrectionists
that “the unfortunate Jewish Question” becomes central to the novel’s overarching plot,
structure, and argument (144).
Clara’s suppression of her Jewishness as she embraces Narodnaya Volya’s vision
of the people underscores the point that insurrectionary affiliations and constituencies are
made, not given. Clara has to imagine her relationship to the oppressed people of the
Russian empire. The revolutionary movement enables her to do this, but its imagined
categories do not coincide with the entire population of the empire. Ironically, it is
through the selective membership of the revolutionary organization that Clara perceives
herself belonging to the oppressed masses of the empire.
The novel’s insurrectionaries are infatuated by their selective membership of a
closed group. They cherish “in their hearts,” a secret but shared “feeling that they
belonged to a higher life than did those who slept behind the shutters they were passing”
(135).
This feeling made them think of their group as a world within a world.
Their Circle was a magic one. Somewhere in St. Petersburg, Moscow,
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Kieff, Odessa, Siberia, men and women were being slowly tortured, dying
on the gallows; a group of brave people still at large – the mysterious
Executive Committee – was doing things that thrilled the empire; and
they, members of the Miroslav Circle, were the kin of these heroes. As
they dispersed through the sleeping town each unconsciously remembered
the organisation as so many superior beings dotting a population of human
prose. (135)
Different scales jostle for space in this dense piece of prose: from the small group of
friends and comrades, to the “empire” in and against which they militate. The capacity of
Narodnaya Volya to furnish its members with personal connections as wide as the empire
is part of its appeal. This is why the “Circle” is “a magic one.” It wields the mysterious
power of forging invisible connections across large geographical distance, emulating the
emanations of imperial sovereignty across vast swathes of land.
The nocturnal peregrinations of the clandestine Circle give a literal twist to the
idea that they are awakened and the rest of the “population” is “sleeping.” Narodnaya
Volya’s relationship to the Empire is presented with a pyramid-like structure that is just
as hierarchical as the regime itself. At the top is “mysterious Executive committee,”
unseen and sovereign. Enacting that committee’s will are the insurrectionaries, who are
“dispersed” through the somnolent towns and cities of Russia. And at the bottom of the
pyramid is a “population of human prose.” Cahan’s sardonic allusion to a “human prose”
counterposed to the exciting poetry of clandestine life emphasizes the artificial and
literary quality of the population as it is imagined by insurrectionaries.
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Cahan underscored the imagined nature of the empire’s populace. Clara is
compelled by “literary images” of the “people:” such images provide the basis of her
revolutionary desire to act on the behalf of the Russian peasant masses (220). “Her
peasants, therefore, were so many literary images, each with the kind of glamour which
radiates from the pages of an adored author. This was the kind of “people” she had in
mind when she thought of the Will of the People” (138).

Pogrom as analytic
Clara’s political consciousness is saturated with literary constructions of the people. This
renders her unable to extend her political solidarity, or even her sympathy, to the
“pinched, half-starved” Jewish poor who surrounded her (137). By the end of The White
Terror, the hesitations of the Jewish insurrectionaries as they navigate their position
within the revolutionary movement have become the book’s main focus.
The “bold ideas and broad human sympathies” celebrated in the novel’s first half
collapse after the pogroms (154). Just as Jews do not fit into the Russian “people,”
pogroms do not fit into any broader revolutionary agenda or analysis. In a narrative aside
about the “Elizavetgrad outbreak,” the pogrom is presented as something which cannot
be understood according to any fixed theory.
The Elizavetgrad outbreak was, indeed, a purely local affair, but it
happened at a time that was favourable to occurrences of that nature.
Originally organized by some high-born profligates, victims of a gang of
usurers, it had nothing to do with the general situation save in so far as
there was in the hungry masses a blind disposition to attack somebody; a
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disposition coupled with a feeling that the usual ties of law and order had
been loosened. When, in addition, the targets of that assault happened to
be the stepchild in Russia’s family of peoples, the one forever kicked and
cuffed by the government itself, the rioters’ sense of security was
complete … The attack had been carefully planned, but the imbruted mob
acted on its own logic. (312)
The “outbreak” is connected to the “general situation,” “Russia,” and “the government,”
but in an indirect, staggered way. The whole event is difficult to pin down. It is a
phenomenon that would be repeated elsewhere in Russia, but which is also decidedly
local. It brackets the empire-wide scale and involves more specific configurations and
separations of class and race. The attack is planned by individuals who are excluded from
“the people” by virtue of class (“high-born profligates”). At the same time, it stems from
the internal divisions of the people according to race (“the targets of that assault
happened to be the stepchild in Russia’s family of peoples”). Neither the “rioters’”
prejudice, nor “government itself,” nor the “high-born” profligates, nor even the vague
“general situation” constitute the principal cause.
Fundamental mechanics of cause and effect become convoluted in Cahan’s
narration of the pogrom. A conspiracy is enacted through the work of an “imbruted
mob,” yet that mob has “its own logic,” albeit one that does not extend beyond “a blind
disposition to attack somebody” on the part of “the hungry masses.” Those masses,
described in such terms, appear to be denied the political agency that their existence
inspires in others. They are impelled to act because they are “hungry,” which might
suggest a political cause does exist in the background, or might imply a sheer physical
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force of the collective that overrides and exceeds any plot or scheme to which
conspirators might wish to put them.
Two theories accounting for pogrom violence are presented in Cahan’s novel.
First is the theory of the adherents to the official party line of Narodnaya Volya, a
doctrine Cahan labelled “Nihilist” because its origins lay amongst those Russian
intellectuals of the 1860s and1870s, immortalized in Ivan Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons
and Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Devils, who repudiated their own class and sided with the
Russian peasantry.55 Cahan’s latter-day Nihilists of the 1880s insist that peasants rising
up must always constitute revolutionary action. They do not shy away from racializing
their categories of the people to make the “bare facts” of the situation “fit in with Nihilist
theory” (315).
Whatever the peasant or workman of Slavic blood did was still sacred—an
instinctive step in the direction of liberty and universal happiness. The Russian
masses were rioting; could there be a better indication of revolutionary
awakening? And of the victims of these riots were Jews, then the Jews were
evidently the enemies of the people. (315)
Cahan rushed through distinctions of race, nationality, and class to show the kinds of
slippages required for the Nihilist theory of revolutionary awakening to hold. “The
people” gets contracted to mean those workers or artisans of “Slavic blood,” while the
Jewish masses, against this racialization of what was previously a class category,
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suddenly constitute the enemy of the people. The pogrom’s brutal violence, combined
with the insurrectionaries’ hasty attempts at explaining it, remakes categories of political
thought and swaps blood for class. The insurrectionaries shift the boundaries of the
people in whose name they act and switch from class affiliation to pseudo-racial filiation
in order to comprise the pogroms within their worldview.
Another theory of the pogroms’ significance, paralleling that of the
insurrectionaries but in a more pragmatic vein, is supplied by the imperial guard:
the attitude of governors, chiefs of police, military officers, toward the spreading
campaign against the Jews was a matter of instinct. The “spirit of the moment,” as
it had been customary to denote the epidemic of anti-Jewish feeling in official
circles, gleamed forth clear and unequivocal, and local authorities acted upon it
on their own hook. The real meaning of this “spirit of the moment” lay in the idea
that if there was a state of unrest threatening the safety of the throne, it was
spending itself on anti-Semitic ferocity; that if a storm-cloud was gathering over
the crown, an electric rod had been found in the Chosen People. (313)
Like the “imbruted mob,” imperial officials act by an “instinct” that holds its own
interpretative logic. What the regime and its administrators see is a restive population
“spending itself on anti-Semitic ferocity,” in place of an anti-state uprising. Scapegoat
Jews carry the charge of potential rebellion, like an “electric rod,” away from “the
crown.” The Czar’s circle instinctively recognize that the pogroms are in their interest.
This is the exact inversion of the Nihilist’s interpretation of pogroms as nascent
revolution. Ironically, it is closer to Cahan’s own view. The insurrectionaries fail to grasp
the political meaning of the riots. The police do not.
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Yet Cahan’s narrative of the pogrom in Elizavetgrad does not entirely cleave to
this line of analysis either. The Czar’s retinue believe that the pogroms are just a vent for
pent-up frustration amongst an immiserated and exploited peasantry, who readily turn to
the closest proxy for a different social stratum—in this case Jews who are occupationally
and religiously distinct. Cahan did not accept this notion that Jews are simply the most
proximate of possible proxies for a distant imperial regime. Instead, he thought that the
imperial regime politicized the social and religious facts of Jewish-Gentile difference, in
order to divide its masses and disable opposition.
It is important to stress that Cahan did not argue that the Imperial police made the
pogroms happen. He only demonstrated how they made use of it. This was a central part
of his vision, as an insurrectionary sympathizer, of how empires worked. Seeing how
popular anti-Jewish violence was, the new regime of Alexander III who replace the
moderate liberalizers amongst the circle of the assassinated Alexander II, “order the
expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Jews from Kiev . . . The general inference was that
anti-Jewish riots met with the government’s approval” (314-15). The imperial
government uses edicts and ukases to imply that pogrom violence is state-approved.
Without ordering mob violence, it covers such acts with a seal of quasi-approval. In turn,
the acts of violence imply that the people who commit them act in concert with the ruling
class, therefore imagining a shared front between the “people” and the imperial police,
predicated on the exclusion of Jews. The pogroms, following these twinned logics of
implied state approval and implied peasant identification with the empire, spread
“throughout the region….with the continuity of a regular crusade and with a uniformity
of detail that was eloquent of a common guiding force” (315)
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There is no “common guiding force” impelling the pogroms, but the pogroms
produce the effect of being caused by some particular authority or movement. Cahan
showed how “the people” and “the government” could reciprocally reinforce each other
as the imaginary centers of a vast and sprawling empire. The government recognize what
the insurrectionaries fail to see: if the “people” are defined through blood, then the
emperor is their kin, not their enemy. Ironically, the clandestine movement to oppose the
Czar ends up acknowledging the veracity of the idea that emperor and people are part of
the same mythic unity, whose conjoined activities could conjure up the notion that there
was a common “guiding force” binding together what was, in reality, a patchwork empire
of insurgent nationalities and vast inequalities.
Instead of presenting his own theory to interpret the pogroms, Cahan narrated the
Elizavetgrad pogrom as an event that both revealed and altered the organization of the
Russian Empire. The pogrom breaks up the class solidarity of the insurrectionary
movement and its people. At the same time, however, this outbreak of violence reveals
how the principal operative category of the revolutionary movement was never really a
socio-economic one but was culturally and religiously specific. It is through its depiction
of anti-Jewish violence that Cahan’s novel makes its socio-economic argument: that the
Russian revolutionary movement lacked an accurate concept of economic subjugation.
Because of this, it was doomed to failure. The literary idea of the Russian people never
came close to compassing the full extent of peoples under the yoke of the Russian
empire. This is why the novel counterposes its “Jewish realities” to the “imaginary
world” of the insurrectionaries’ mythically coherent Russian people (137).
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The White Terror and the Red coils the question of class identity around political
violence against Jews, making economic grievance and persecution inseparable from one
another as problems to be considered by those hoping to forge an insurrectionary
opposition to empire. An act of political violence, the pogrom, makes insurrectionary
Jews realize that an economic conception of the revolutionary masses is not the same
things as their much-loved “people.” A different order of solidarity is required. A better
understanding of class, which is to say a more accurate and analytically sharper vision of
economic exploitation, is revealed (or at least called for) by the “unfortunate Jewish
Question” (144).
In an imperial context, class categories are never enough. They ignore the
stratifications which govern and condition the empire as a regime of exploitation. In the
absence of a legible class identity, a vaguer constituency such as “the people” only seems
to offer grounds for solidarity. In reality, the people can be conjured and splintered at
will—so that poor Jews can become the “enemies of the people” and the Czar can be
incorporated into the people via the shared link of “Slavic blood” (315).

People problems
The exact meaning of “the people” was up for discussion in other realist novels of
revolution too. “Why are some human beings the people, and the people only, and others
not?” (James The Princess 462). This is the question posed by Mr Vetch in Henry
James’s 1896 The Princess Casamassima. James’s novel of anarchist terrorists was
inspired by a French translation of Virgin Soil, an 1877 novel by Cahan’s favourite writer
Ivan Turgenev, the title of which crops up in The White Terror. An English translation of
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Virgin Soil was serialized in the Atlantic Monthly, the journal whose editor, William
Dean Howells, contacted Cahan to interview him about trade union politics in the same
year James’s novel went to print. Within a few years of that meeting Cahan was, like
James, a contributor to the Atlantic and, thanks to Howells’ stewardship, a member of its
literary set. Cahan also admired James greatly, naming him the prime expositor of U.S.
realism in 1903, a few years before he published The White Terror.56 It is highly probable
that Cahan knew James’s Turgenevian tales of insurrectionary terrorists and, despite the
chasm that existed between his and James’ politics, recalled it as he penned his novel
about Jewish insurrectionists in the first years of the twentieth century.
Set in late Victorian London, James’s novel is as preoccupied as Cahan’s with
“the people” and the vagaries of that category. James’s “people” do not have a fixed
national belonging – the circle of revolutionaries in London is decisively international,
composed of English, French, Italian, and German members of various classes. The idea
of the people is defined in contradistinction to what the novel actually depicts—society.
Society implies high class, but is also defined by a small, knowable scale. Society is
composed of interactions amongst a discrete set of known individuals encompassed by
the narrative. James’s novel is about the way such a society can hope to understand and
work for the people.
With a typical twist of Jamesian irony, the idea of “the people” is defined by an
aristocrat, the titular Princess. The people are not universal. In The Princess
Casamassima the people are the wretched: “those who are underneath every one, every
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thing, and have the whole social mass crushing them” (446). The formulation “those who
are underneath every one, every thing,” jettisons the universalism of the bourgeois peuple
and replaces it with the radicalism of the sans-culottes.57 James sought to discredit
radical politics by pointing out the slipperiness inherent in the most salient category of
nineteenth-century revolutions and late nineteenth-century clandestine organisations.
Cahan deconstructed the idea of “the people” from a rather different angle. He
introduced the question of ethno-national difference, a question that floats around James’
novel, with its cast of Italian, French, and German co-conspirators, but which never plays
more than an incidental and quasi-comedic role in the serene aesthetic scheme of The
Princess Casamassima. Cahan’s Jews are literary intellectuals portrayed, like James’
characters or Turgenev’s, with irony, who substitute “literary images” for material
realities. But they are also members of a particular people. Because they pluralize that
monolithic category, they become a political problem for Narodnaya Volya and a literary
problem for the Russian novel-form—likewise invested in its image of the Russian
people—which Cahan both utilized and discussed in The White Terror.
Again, the coexistence of multiple peoples within the same polity is a product of
empire. Czarist Russia is a place where categories of insurrectionary opposition are
confounded through an imperial intermingling of populations. James interpreted this
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problematic of the imperial instability of “the” people in an aesthetically-minded way. He
showed the strange groupings that formed in response to what was, to him, the futile ideal
of egalitarianism given the sharp distinctions that animated metropolitan social life. For
Cahan, who always viewed literary representational and revolutionary politics in tandem,
the problem with the people was a problem of organization as well as representation.
James presented insurrectionary violence as the tragically destructive corollary of the
ideal of egalitarianism, which to him meant spoliation of the products of civilization that
were produced by distinctions and inequalities. Cahan saw civilization as the product of
inequality too, but where James’s civilizational status quo was serene until its
interruption by misguided terrorists, Cahan saw terrorist violence as a reflection of the
permanent class war that upheld imperial society.

The bomb plot
Narodnaya Volya was not only a group of insurrectionaries who went to the people in
order to stir up the political consciousness of the Russian peasantry. They were the
militant wing of the Narodnik or populist movement in late-nineteenth century Russia.
Their path lies through violence. The Elizavetgrad pogrom is only one of two climactic
moments of violence in The White Terror together political terror and the economics of
exploitation. The other moment puncturing Cahan’s narrative portrayal of “revolutionary
Russia” is the insurrectionary assassination of Alexander II. This scene, like the
Elizavetgrad pogrom, is one in which Cahan folded a historical event into his narrative.
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By way of introducing the assassination of March 1881, Cahan invoked the fierce
majesty of the cavalcade of the Czar, which stands in contradistinction to the
vulnerability and pathos of Cahan’s depiction of Alexander II himself:
whether with reverence or mute imprecations, the coach of a Czar disseminates
thrills of fright as it proceeds. The cavalcade of horsemen and sleighs, with the
great lacquered carriage in the centre, was sailing and galloping along like a grim
alien force, diffusing an atmosphere of terror. To those who saw it approaching
the fiery cossacks on their fiery horses looked like a ferocious band of invaders,
their every fibre spoiling for violence, rushing onward on an errand of conquest
and bloody reckoning. (290)
Before the insurrectionaries attack, the Czar’s retinue is already depicted as a frieze of
violence and conquest. It is the Czar—or rather, the military accompaniment that
conjures up his power—who is a “grim alien force.” His process through St. Petersburg,
en route to a routine inspection of the Riding School, is described as “an errand of
conquest and bloody reckoning.” Imperial rule is presented as the prosecution of warfare.
The Czar’s appearance is an act of conquest. The very fact of his personage makes the
scene a battleground.
Bodily encounters between emperor and assassin demonstrate the fact that Cahan
was using the violent attack on the Czar’s body, as he used the violence rained down on
the heads of Elizavetgrad’s Jews, to reveal something about how empire functioned. The
structure of empire, with its pomp and retinue, is an ongoing act of violence,
demonstratively enacted before the metropolitan populace and reported back to the
provinces. The emperor himself is a mere man who inspires pathos rather than hatred.
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The terrorists’ act is to intervene in the symbolic violence of empire itself. Only
secondarily does it require the emperor’s death.
The scene of the assassination itself is almost absurd in its insistence on a human
scale, actually reporting dialogue between the Czar and his assailants. The Czar, who
believes himself to have survived a failed assassination attempt, walks up to interview
“the man who did it,” who tells him “My name is Glazoff” (293). Then, with an acute
sense of the physical proximity required for personal violence, the narrative reports
Glazoff to have taken “a white object high over his head and dashed it to the ground,
between the Emperor and himself” (294). After this, a back-up assassin whose violent
services are no longer required instinctively flung himself forward to offer help to the
suffering man” (294).
The interplay between tête-a-tête dialogue and broad-canvas depictions of mood
is a stylistic feature of Cahan’s historical novel. It is also an aspect of his presentation of
empire as a problem of scale. One of the real-life assassins of the Czar, Sophia
Perekovskaya, is friends with Cahan’s protagonist, Clara. Clara leaves her last interview
with Sophia “burdened with unvoiced emotion” (306). That unvoiced emotion resurfaces
in Cahan’s dispassionate portrayal of the state killing of Perekovskaya and her coconspirators: “Sophia and the four condemned men died on the gallows, on a public
square” (309).
Cahan used his narrative’s oscillation between dialogue and explanation to
emphasize that empire was a structure that caused bodies to do violence to one another
and to die untimely deaths. Refraining from vilification of the regime’s personages,
Cahan combined structural analysis and personal grief in his depiction of punctual
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moments of violence that were always presented as necessary corollaries of empire’s
ongoing “errand of conquest and bloody reckoning” (290).
After the interpersonal scene of the Czar’s death, Cahan’s narrative zooms out
and describes the “heart-tearing pity” and “fervent devotion” of the “bystanders” (297).
The overarching feeling amongst the “crowds” is “curiosity.” And Cahan’s principal
interest is in their fickleness. In Cahan’s narrative fabric, moments of violence make
regimes, as much as they are themselves produced by the pressures and tensions of
regimes of labour and the policing that accompanies them.
There were such as wept and cursed the Nihilists by way of displaying
their own loyalty, and there were such as burst into tears out of sheer
solemnity and nervousness of the moment. But the great predominating
feeling that pervaded these crowds, eclipsing every other sentiment or
thought, was curiosity. “What is going to happen next”—this was the
question that was uppermost in the minds of these people in their present
fever of excitement. Had a republic been proclaimed with the Executive
Committee of the Nihilists as a provisional government, they would have
sworn their allegiance to the bomb-throwers as readily as they did, on the
morrow, to the son of the assassinated Emperor. Had the Terrorists
succeeded, the same bearded bishops who blessed and sounded the praises
of the new Czar would have blessed and sounded the praises of those who
killed his father. (297)
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Novels of insurrection tended to sound a satirical or even disgusted note on the fickle
nature of public opinion, as Cahan does in this passage. But they never endorsed the
insurrectionaries they depicted.
José Rizal, a revolutionary who wished for the overthrow of the Spanish colonial
government in Manila, presented the bomb-wielding terrorists of his second political
novel, the 1891 El Filibusterismo, as diabolical schemers who cynically believe that
“[t]he world will applaud, as always, and acknowledge the right of the strongest and most
ruthless” (262). Rizal demonstrates the connections between Cahan’s terrorist plot and
the anti-colonial movement of the 1880s and 1890s, within which many looked to
Nihilist insurrectionaries as global revolutionary forebears. Rizal studied in Europe and,
as Benedict Anderson underscores, learnt from the early 1880s that anticolonial struggles
depended on the weaknesses and power-hunger of Europe’s autocratic regimes, all of
whom tended to prop up one another’s interests in order to prevent the domino effect of
internal liberal revolutions that often acted in concert with nationalist movements in the
colonial peripheries.
Rizal described the faltering position of the European core of the world’s empires
in a letter home from Madrid, dates October 28 1883:
Europe constantly menaced by a terrifying conflagration; the sceptre of the world
slipping from the trembling hands of declining France; the nations of the North
preparing to seize it; Russia, over the head of whose emperor hangs the sword of
Nihilism, like Damocles in Antiquity, such is Europe the Civilized…(qtd in
Anderson 69)
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Anderson comments on Rizal’s acute perception of “an apparently calm world of
conservative political dominance, capital accumulation, and global imperialism” which
was “at the same time helping to create another kind of world, more directly related to
Rizal’s fiction” (69). Rizal interpolated the nitro-glycerine-aided assassination of
Alexander II into his fictional rendition of colonial Manila and made the bomb plot fail.
Like Cahan, Rizal saw the terrorist act as a moment in which different kinds of
movements—populist, anarchist, nationalist, liberal—coalesced around the attempt to
destroy sovereign power. And the Russian example, more than anarchist bomb-plots in
Italy, Belgium or France, furnished a model of how violent strikes at power reverberate
across regimes that span widely dispersed and unevenly developed regions. The
connection between Rizal’s novel and Cahan’s, moreover, shows how anti-despot
movements in Europe and anti-colonial politics elsewhere were dependent upon each in
the face of autocratic coalitions between the anciens regimes of the nineteenth century.
Unlike Rizal, who loosely based his Manila bomb plot on the iconically chaotic
assassination of Alexander II, Cahan did not depict ensuing chaos as the desired outcome
of the assassins’ diabolical scheme.58 Cahan’s assassins are not out to make chaos. They
are intervening in the spectacle of violence that is fundamental to the assumption of
power over the territory of the empire. In Cahan’s novel, the assassination is a potential
coup. Its success lies on who controls the outcome. “Had it succeeded,” the “provisional
government” of the Nihilists would have enjoyed the respect and the fear accorded to the
ancient regime. The “sheer solemnity” of the assassination is palpable to the crowd
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because its dramatic violence has made them recognize the suppressed violence of
sovereign power.
The White Terror is an insurrectionary novel not because it advocated for acts of
disruptive violence, but because it argued that the society it was depicting had already
stepped deeply in blood. It is an anti-empire novel because of its insistence on showing
that this society’s violence was unevenly dispersed across a large territory and a stratified
populace. Taken together, the bomb scene and the pogrom disturb the categories of
industrial class analysis as well as the serenity of imperial power. Most of the action
takes place neither in St. Petersburg nor in Elizavetgrad, but in a fictional provincial town
called Miroslav. Miroslav’s peripheral relationship to the economy and power-play of the
imperial capital is the background to the novel’s depiction of struggles between Jewish
artisans, poor peasants, insurrectionary intellectuals, and the police. No capitalist
antagonists are depicted: no usurious bankers or intransigent factory managers. Cahan’s
primal scene of insurrection, occurring in the revolutionary turmoil of his native country
in the year he himself departed from it, is one riven by imperial rule, where solidarity was
belaboured by the carving-up of different peoples via rules governing occupational
possibilities and zones of residence. Even in the imperial capital itself, the emperor is a
conqueror. It was as an anti-imperialist seeking to fight off an ongoing act of conquest,
and not simply as a working-class leader struggling against organized capital, that Cahan
understood his role as a socialist writer and organizer.
Cahan himself believed that Russian conditions needed to be sharply
distinguished from those prevailing in America. On such grounds he demurred from
Bakuninites in America, like Johan Most (the one-time mentor of Emma Goldman), who
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urged the adoption of Nihilist tactics in 1880s New York. As he wrote in his 1925
autobiography Bleter fun mayn lebn, the English translation of the first volumes of which
appeared in 1969 with the bildungsroman title The Education of Abraham Cahan:
I considered the heroic struggle of our Russian terrorists to be something sacred. I
could not imagine the achievement of socialism without a bitter struggle. The
problem lay in the differences between Russian and American circumstances. The
Russian terrorists themselves had acknowledged that such differences were
crucial. In their writings they declared openly that they used violence only
because the Russian government banned freedom of speech and those rights
which citizens of a republic or even of a country with a king and a parliament
might enjoy. (257)
Indeed, the scenes of violence in The White Terror might seem to belong in a very
different place than the American locale where he wrote the novel: limited to the
creaking dynasty and vast steppes of the Russian Empire. Yet The White Terror raised
questions about the way violence, racial animosity, and spectacles of sovereign power
worked to either prolong or alter regimes of exploitation. These questions did not belong
only to the old world, or only in the past.
Other Jewish insurrectionaries turned to precisely the same phenomena—the
Russian underground and the anti-Jewish pogroms, to help them represent and militate
against the American empire. As they did so, they kept asking the same kind of questions
that Cahan posed about his fictionalized treatment of Narodnaya Volya. Did capitalist
development imply a universal form of exploitation that rendered it necessary for all
oppressed people to organize together under the banner of the industrial proletariat? Or
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were new stratifications being produced within and through the extension of the world
market? Were religious or racial differences amongst different groups of workers either
attenuated or exacerbate by proletarianization? Depending on the answer to these
questions, the insurrectionary figure of the Russian Jew could be used, not as a distant
background to the immigrant’s story in the industrial U.S. metropolis, but as a means for
thinking about how insurrection could be perpetuated on American grounds, with an eye
to the imperial world of the turn of the century.

The deported radicals
While Russia might seem like an obvious setting for anti-empire politics, mainland
America is difficult to apprize as a locale where anti-imperialism was a necessary form of
workers’ struggle. Yet this is how it was perceived by Emma Goldman and Alexander
Berkman from New York in 1919. Slated for deportation and incarcerated in Ellis Island,
the two anarchists fired off one last missive—Deportation, Its Meaning and Menace—to
their American readers. In a fiery pamphlet published in the hugely significant setting of
Ellis Island itself, and after decades of prison activism, strike organizing, and prosuffrage, pro-reproductive rights, and anti-draft agitation across the U.S., Goldman and
Berkman declaimed America as an empire. In the Deportation pamphlet they announced
that the red scare in post-WWI America constituted a new kind of pogrom that revealed
the imperial nature of the American state.
Whatever might be said of the American plutocracy and Government, no one can
accuse them of originality. The methods used by them to confuse and confound
the people are but cheap imitations of the old tactics long resorted to by the
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despotic rulers of Europe. Even before the world war Washington had borrowed
many a trick from London. And all through the war American militarism, with is
conscription, espionage, torture of conscientious objects, and suppressive
legislation, was but aping—stupidly and destructively—the modus operandi of
the bankrupt imperialism of the Old World. For lack of originality and ideas,
American officialdom was content to be the echo of the military and court circles
of London and Paris. And now we witness Washington follow in the exact
footsteps of the worst autocracy of modern times. For the hue and cry against the
“alien” is a faithful replica of the persecution of the Jews by the Czars of Russia,
and the American pogroms against radicals are the exaggerated picture of Russian
Jew-baiting (17).
Imperial America defied progress and became more and more like the Old World. No
longer the western horizon of global liberty, America, pushing itself further West across
the Pacific via imperial annexations, became increasingly like that other Pacific state,
imperial Russia.
Berkman and Goldman brought together two different ideas about empire. On the
one hand, they referred to the “despotic rulers of Europe,” the kind of empire that
Cahan’s insurrectionaries militated against. On the other hand, they spoke about
expansion and overseas imperialism. For them, the two phenomena were tightly
intertwined, as they described political prisoners languishing in new colonies. They
warned Americans of a future regime “of denaturalization and exile, of banishment to the
Island of Guam or to Alaska, the future Siberia of the United States” (19). Stripped of
their citizenship (in Goldman’s case) so they could be tried under the Sedition Act, the
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two anarchists suggested that America confronted insurrectionaries with the same threats
of exile and incarceration that Czarist Russia had utilized in order to quell dissent. But
American insurrectionaries faced a new geography at the same time as they confronted a
dispiritingly archaic and well-known form of “autocracy.” This was Goldman and
Berkman’s idea of empire—a conjunction of the new and the old, a mixture of Russianstyle despotism and Western European civilizational arrogance. In America, it also
signified a strange new relationship between the state and the global workers who
powered its industries.
As Goldman and Berkman imported the anti-empire politics of the Russian
insurrectionary into the American labor movement, they insisted that anti-capitalism
entailed a struggle against new tyrants. Their pamphlet invoked an imagined reader and
sought to envisage a new kind of insurrectionary constituency. At the end of their
invective, they directly addressed the global worker in the U.S. economy.
And you, fellow workers in factory, mine, and field, a great mission is
yours. You, the feeders of the world and the creators of its wealth, you are
the most interested in the fate of your country. The menace of despotism is
greatest to you. Long has your masters’ service humiliated and degraded
you. Will you permit yourselves to be driven into still more abject
slavery? Your emancipation is your work… No worker can stand alone in
the face of organized capitalism with all its legislative and military
weapons. Learn solidarity: each with a common purpose, all with a
common effort. (35-6)
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The appeal for workers to learn solidarity was clear. But the extent of that solidarity was
a more ambiguous matter. American workers were appealed to as “feeders of the world,”
but also instructed to watch over “the fate of your country.” And while these American
and global workers faced the “menace of despotism,” the threat that loomed over them,
more than any government or soldiery, was “organized capitalism.”
Deportation: Its Meaning and Purpose is a strange document in the history of the
internationalist American left. It attacked American capitalism and imperialism on their
own terms. American capitalism was supposed to be a liberal and liberating force,
according to its advocates, and U.S. imperialism nothing other than the natural and
desirable global spread of that force’s positive boons. Goldman and Berkman were
impugning the “Moloch” of U.S. capitalism (Deportation 23), claiming that it reproduced
precisely the kind of tyrannical political regimes that its free-market proponents claimed
it would render (or had rendered) obsolete.59 American pro-imperialists like the
Columbia academic Franklin Giddings had envisioned empire, in his popular 1900 book
Democracy and Imperialism as the inevitable spread of “Civilization” which, although it
incurred damage, was always “trying to utilize the wrecks and failure of its own past”
(84). Goldman and Berkman argued, to the contrary, that the American imperialism
driven by ideas of progress and the forward march of history was, in fact, a regression.
They also claimed that it was a geographical inversion of the east-west relationship that
was so often invoked as a spatial metaphor for progress. America, expanding westwards,
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had reverted. It was morphing, via its Pacific adventures, into the erstwhile empire that
stretched across Asia from the western littoral of the Pacific.
As alien radicals in America and insurrectionary Jews from Russia, Goldman and
Berkman presented themselves as inter-imperial insurrectionaries, shunted between
different regimes, who were capable of recognizing autocracy’s tricks. But they were also
making a contradictory argument about the nature of U.S. imperialism: that it both
replicated “the bankrupt imperialism of the Old World” and developed it to a new and
higher level. The American menace of “capitalism and imperialism” together required
them to look to the Russian empire as their paradigm. But it also—and in this
contradiction lay a history of conflict and disagreement between Goldman and
Berkman—represented a novel kind of threat. The red scare, they claimed, was “a faithful
replica” of Jewish persecution in Russia, but was at the same time “an exaggerated
picture of Russian-Jewish race-baiting” (19).
Was post-war America an imperial autocracy like pre-revolutionary Russia? Or
did it herald different threats to its subjects, requiring new forms of oppositional strategy?
By referring to their own status as Russian Jewish radicals, Goldman and Berkman were
arrogating to themselves a double role, as both the victims of American empire and its
revolutionary provocateurs. Their use of the story of the Russian Jewish insurrectionary,
doubly threatened by both police and “hooligan,” arrest and “pogrom,” mixed the status
of insurrectionary and victim, and painted American empire as a ruthless realm of
political subjugation, as well as capitalist exploitation. Yet Goldman and Berkman
disagreed amongst themselves about what the role of the American insurrectionary was.
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The terms on which they disagreed turned on the same problem that ran through
the Cahan’s The White Terror: the relationship between the uniform exploitation of
capitalism, and particular forms of violence, prejudice, and political control. The Jewish
insurrectionary who faced the gallows, the gulag, and crowd violence, drew attention to a
conjunction between phenomena often considered thoroughly separate: the political
suppression of particular ethnic or religious groups by a despot, and the equalopportunities exploitation of expanding liberal capitalism. Unlike Cahan, Goldman and
Berkman turned their attention to American conditions as they thought through the
relationship between “exploitation” and “oppression, as Berkman phrased it (The Prison
Memoirs 412). Berkman insisted as Cahan did on fundamental discrepancies between
Tsarist Russia and liberal-capitalist America, while Goldman did not. She formulated a
global theory of imperialism that connected autocracies and democracies and linked
together industrial societies and colonial peripheries.

The Incarcerated Terrorist
Alexander Berkman was a political prisoner who insisted, against the circumstances of
his own life, that political repression was not a problem that insurrectionaries needed to
focus on in capitalist America. Berkman was incarcerated in Western State Penitentiary
when President William McKinley was shot dead by a self-proclaimed anarchist, Leon
Csolgosz, at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo on 6 September 1901. Despite
having languished in prison for eight years already, and being subject to frequent abuse
as well as long spells of solitary incarceration, Berkman insisted that Csolgosz was
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wrong to assassinate the President because, in America, the main problem was not
political oppression, but economic exploitation.
Berkman was an assassin himself, albeit an unsuccessful one. He had tried to kill
the steel magnate Henry Frick in July 1892.60 From the Western Pennsylvania State
Penitentiary located at Riverside, close to the industrial city of Pittsburgh and the
Carnegie factory town of Homestead, Berkman denounced Csolgosz’s murder of
McKinley. He believed political assassinations on American grounds to be a fatal misstep
in insurrectionary strategy.
Unlike Russians emperors, Berkman wrote, American presidents like McKinley
were not the prime agents of tyranny. It was the capitalist (like Frick) who ought to be the
target of the Nihilist’s act.
In Russia, where political oppression is popularly felt, such a deed would
be of great value. But the scheme of political subjection is more subtle in
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America. And though McKinley was the chief representative of our
modern slavery, he could not be considered in the light of a direct and
immediate enemy of the people; while in an absolutism, the autocrat is
visible and tangible. The real despotism of republican institutions is far
deeper, more insidious, because it rests on the popular delusion of selfgovernment and independence. That is the subtle source of democratic
tyranny, and, as such, it cannot be reached with a bullet.
In modern capitalism, exploitation rather than oppression is the
real enemy of the people. Oppression is but its handmaid. Hence the battle
is to be waged in the economic rather than the political field. It is therefore
that I regard my own act as far more significant and educational than
Leon’s. (412)
Without living under an autocrat who was “tangible and visible,” Nihilists in the
American industrial heartlands of northern New York or western Pennsylvania could not
simply emulate Sophia Perovskaya and her comrades who killed Alexander II. Due to the
“popular delusion of self-government and independence,” Berkman claimed that
American despotism was “deeper” and “more insidious” than the very palpable
repression of the Russian empire.
There is something close to nostalgia in Berkman’s recollection of “Russia, where
political oppression is popularly felt.” The remembered (or imagined) Russian scene is a
site of clarity, against which the American situation seems murky. The earliest chapters
of Berkman’s autobiography, The Prison Memoirs of an Anarchist, interpolate memories
of Russia into the long train journey that Berkman took from New York to Pittsburgh.
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Berkman recalled being jolted awake by the train guard from adolescent reminiscences of
the “circle of Petersburg students” whose political ideas had propelled him to undertake
his proposed assassination (5). Narrating an act that was never acknowledged by the
striking steel workers in whose name it was undertaken, Berkman looked back fondly to
the Russian insurrectionary activity of those same clandestine terrorists Cahan portrayed,
who acted in Berkman’s words, on behalf of “v naród—The People” (5).
Berkman had initially tried to replicate the methods of Russian insurrectionaries
himself. Their mythic clandestine operations furnished the blueprints for his own idea of
how an imprisoned terrorist ought to act. He arranged to have a tunnel dug underneath
the outer walls of the prison, a plan informed by the designs of Russian revolutionaries
who had “undermined the Winter Palace” decades earlier (55). He felt a bitter sense of
paucity in relation to the solidarity he imagined in the prisons of the Russian empire,
where he envisaged imprisoned radicals at least being able to take succour in the
company of “comrades” (175) The “yaggs” and “dips” he encountered in Western State
infuriated him with their lack of political consciousness. The crimes of his fellow
inmates—petty theft and forgery—struck him as capitalistic and selfish.
In America, it was a struggle even to be an insurrectionary. Oppression had to be
discovered and identified before it could be resisted. Revolutionaries had to disentangle
themselves from an insidious empire that was scarcely tangible in its effects and
impositions. They had to persuade other people not just to join them in insurrectionary
struggle but that they had something to struggle against in the first place. Most
Americans considered themselves already free. To Berkman in America it seemed that
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“political oppression” was not the problem. Rather, capitalist exploitation, equally
perilous but harder to “be reached” by the insurrectionary, was the principle issue.
This was a strange argument, coming as it did from someone who was
experiencing the American state’s oppressive apparatus in a very literal and everyday
manner. Berkman faced forced labour, frequent spells of solitary confinement, and
constant surveillance. Yet he insisted that Western State Penitentiary was “but an
intensified replica of the world beyond,” and that his experience of prison life was just
“another manifestation” of the Midas-hand” of American capitalism (225). He sought to
isolate those aspects of the prison’s organization that were analogous to the forms of
“exploitation” that prevailed outside its walls. After he had ceased to make attempts to
escape from the prison, Berkman dug down within prison life, and sought solidarity with
his inmates in creating a coalition against the capitalism that was rampant both within
and outside the prison walls.

Prison and the Radical
The opinion Berkman formulated at the end of 1901, that American and Russian
conditions required different types of strategy and analysis, formed gradually during his
years of incarceration. At the very beginning of his imprisonment he was, by his own
assessment, an idealistic and bookish youth to whom the glories of the Russian nihilists
were as real and vital as the reality of an American prison. Through his long years of
imprisonment, he began to believe that American conditions were fundamentally
different to those of his Russian heroes. Consequently, he formulated new ways of being
an insurrectionary.
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By 1897, after several experiences of disillusionment in his attempt to convert
other prisoners to his Russian creed, Berkman began to focus in earnestness on more
mundane issues. In particular, the problem of “graft” came to occupy his attention.
Distribution of goods manufactured by forced labor inside the prison workshops was
regulated by legislative limits on interstate transportation and restrictions on how and
where the commodities could be retailed. Prison officials, in tandem with private
businesses, found loopholes in this system. Berkman informed his only political
“comrades” in prison (Carl Nold and Henry Bauer, who served a brief term at Western
State) that this was something they needed to publicize. “I think that we—the Anarchist
trio—should show our solidarity,” he wrote them, “and aid the inmates with our best
efforts; we must prevent the investigation resulting in a farce, so far as evidence against
the management is concerned. We should leave the Board no loophole, no excuse of a
lack of witnesses or proofs to support Grant’s charges” (304). Amongst the “exhibits”
Berkman was corralling Nold and Bauer into preparing, there was proof that the public
prison system was being targeted for private profit. “Broom shop: convict labor hired out,
contrary to law, to Lang Bros., broom manufacturers, of Allegheny, Pa. Goods sold to the
United States Government, through sham middleman. Labels bear legend, “Union
Broom.” Sample enclosed” (305).
In order to focus squarely on the economic rather than the political, Berkman also
had to use methods that were decisively different from those of the Nihilist terrorist. He
sought to “inform the press of the abuses, graft, and immorality rampant” in the prison in
the hope that “[t]he public will demand an investigation.” It was through these quite legal
channels (although they required furtive methods of evidence-collection), and not
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through “going to the people” or through further violent spectacles, that Berkman hoped
to “rouse the conscience of the community, and cause the dismissal of the Warden and
the introduction of reforms” (301).
By the summer of 1899, after seven years of incarceration, Berkman’s theoretical
and strategic approach had transformed considerably. His political stance was completely
different from that which he had taken with him to Pittsburgh in the summer of 1892.
Now, Berkman was thinking about the prison as an institution which could be subject to
either abuse or amelioration, and he was thinking about it in a quasi-social scientific
context, noting the effect of the Spanish-American War economic upturn after the
turbulent years or recession earlier on in the decade, when he had intervened in the
Pennsylvanian steel strikes.
Berkman was not militating for the eventual goal of “abolition of prisons” that
Emma Goldman would call for in 1919 (‘The State Prison’11). He was focusing on the
underground economy of the prison system. He was seeking to find, isolate, and militate
against the “economic field” (412). This changed attitude led him to break with erstwhile
comrades. The shift in oppositional stance that Berkman underwent in prison left him
even more isolated than he already was by dint of his incarceration. His autobiography
records a changed sociality that went hand-in-hand with his changed politics. In The
Prison Memoirs, he noted how his correspondence with Goldman, “ceases entirely.”
(430) “The outside world, temporarily brought closer, again recedes” (432). Berkman
was left in political solitude.
Fortunately, Berkman soon made a new friend. “George” entered Western State at
some point in 1902. With him, Berkman discussed “the imperialist tendencies of the
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republic” (432). Sharing an intimacy borne of loneliness and proximity, George and
“Aleck” engaged on a conversation parallel to the one that provisionally terminated his
correspondence with Goldman over whether the state or the “economic system of
exploitation” was at the root of the injustice of the prison and the bloody imperial wars
that the Republic was fighting (412). Berkman’s agreement with someone like George
reveals the distance he had travelled, while fixed in the space of Western State, from the
ideological position that he brought to Pittsburgh in the first place. George is introduced
in Prison Memoirs as the grandson of one of “the signers of the Declaration” and
described as a “Democrat of the old Jeffersonian type” (432). As a hereditary
Jeffersonian--that strange American creature, the democratic heir--George denounced
“his country’s policy of extermination in the Philippines and the growing imperialistic
tendencies of the Republic.” George proceeded to try to explain to Berkman that the same
forces behind imperialism were the cause of the despotic plutocracy that they both agreed
was strangling the life of the Republic. “If it wasn’t for the corruption in our public life,
and the commercial scourge that holds everything for sale, and the spirit of materialism
that has cheapened human life, there would not be so much violence and crime, even
under what you call the capitalist system” (432).
In George’s view, typical of its time, capitalism and imperialism were twin threats
to the Republic’s own virtue and integrity, which was thus absolved of its own
entrenched involvement in both exploitation and bloodshed. Both alike were incursions
of private interests for profit into a public domain that was supposed to be governed by
norms of justice and law. Although Berkman doubted George’s optimism about U.S.
public institutions, which he saw as instruments of class oppression, he nevertheless
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shared a sense of personal disappointment in the political project of America. He
reiterated this disappointment across the years he spent in America and in prison. In a
prison magazine he established with Carl Nold and Henry Bauer, Berkman wrote in 1895
that “America was bound to disappoint me, disappoint me a thousand times over. For I
Came searching for freedom, the freedom to live free and be happy,--but what did I
find?!..” (Prison Blossoms 20).
Berkman did not share George’s belief that properly regulating public institutions
would establish social justice. Yet he found common ground with this proud republican,
on the basis of the two men’s shared conviction that the space of municipal and political
life was shrinking, and that privacy reigned the day. The common ground of Berkman
and George’s ideas of the problem of American society was given by the growing
discourse of anti-imperialism, which spanned liberal and radical viewpoints of the time.
J.A. Hobson’s Imperialism: A Study, was a classic New Liberal argument against
imperialism, based not on the rights of imperialism’s indigenous victims, but on the
claims of the working classes in imperial metropoles where public coffers were being
emptied to support colonial wars that were only in the interests of financiers. Imperialism
was the result of private interests colonizing and manipulating national power, in order to
get treasuries to subvent the costs of infrastructure necessary for new markets and
military force necessary for land-grabs and the procuring of unwilling labor.61 Lenin used
Hobson’s arguments to argue that imperialism was the highest stage—and last resort—of
global capitalism, as financiers operated in tandem with nationalist governments to keep
down declining profit margins by violently creating new markets and new investment
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projects.62 The economic critique of imperialism—that it only benefitted a few capitalists
who utilized jingoism and the ideal of the civilizing mission as an ideological
smokescreen for their pursuit of profit—brought together liberals and radicals in the
imperial metropolis to argue against expansionist policy and imperial warmongering.
George and Berkman’s common ground was not only theoretical or ideological,
however. It was also decidedly concrete. They were not diagnosing the problems of
imperialism from the university lecterns or private studies. They were discussing it within
a carceral institute of state power, in which their movements, habits, behaviours, and
social contacts were highly regulated. When they spoke of events in Manila or San Juan
they were discussing imperialism at a distance. Yet theirs was a standpoint produced by
their specific experiences as prisoners of the strong arm of the imperial-industrial state in
turn-of-the-century America.
Through a total of fourteen years of incarceration in Western State, during which
America launched its imperial wars in the Caribbean and the Pacific, Berkman came to
realise that being an American insurrectionary was a slow, accretive and often frustrating
experience, and that it required nuanced forms of organising and reforming as well as
revolutionary heroics. For him, the capitalist imperialism of the United States was deeply
ambiguous. It spanned beyond the “intricate network …. of iron bars” that one old-timer
explained to him “stretched between here and Frisco:” it threatened to “fill the world”
(167). It also extended, in its “insidious” and “subtle” reach, into the psychic world of its
inhabitants or inmates (412).
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Berkman had come to America, and travelled to Pittsburgh, believing that Russian
tactics could help the Pittsburgh steel strikers. In the wake of his failure, he came to
believe that America, as it expanded its imperial reach, required a different kind of
resistance, and that its regime needed to be represented in new ways in order to outline
the solidarity and strategy possible there. In prison, however, he also found something
hopeful in his successful attainment of solidarity with people who were not obviously
“comrades” nor part of the sequestered world of “the Jewish Anarchist conference” of his
New York days (84).
Where Cahan’s fictional Jewish insurrectionaries had sought solidarity with
Russians only to find themselves violently returned to their Jewish community,
Berkman’s experience as a Jewish Russian insurrectionary in a Pennsylvania prison was
that he could achieve new kinds of communion across differences of nation, religion,
class, and politics. Ironically, it was in the grim carceral spaces of a late-nineteenth
century prison that Berkman found what Cahan described aa the “broad human
sympathies,” inducing “ecstasy of thought and feeling” (The White Terror 154). What
Cahan’s characters failed to realize in Russia, and that Cahan himself never found
throughout his long and successful life as a socialist intellectual frustrated by the apparent
impossibility of revolutionary assimilation in America.

The Imperial Subversive
Emma Goldman strenuously disagreed with Berkman’s view that American empire was a
new phenomenon on the world scene. For her, American empire was a ghoulish
resurrection of the old world’s fading patterns of despotism and domination. To
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Goldman, economic exploitation and political violence were one and the same thing.
Like Cahan, she was convinced that capitalist exploitation and apparently obsolete forms
of political persecution could only be understood in and through one another. Nothing
was truly new or really bygone in her worldview. Unlike Goldman, Goldman believed
that the imperial tangle of America with the old world could be represented quite simply,
and that insurrectionary strategy was therefore a straightforward affair for the
transnational radical at the dawn of the twentieth century. Goldman believed that
structural exploitation and flashes of violence were two symptoms of the same worldorder. She called this world-order imperialism. In her writings she traced a global
political geography of empire, in which she turned her attention from the Atlantic world
to the new imperial theatre of the Pacific Ocean.
Having no personal connection with the Narodnaya Volya like Cahan’s in 1880s
Vilna, and lacking even Berkman’s youthful memories of St. Petersburg Nihilists,
Goldman started figuring herself as a Russian-style insurrectionist in America only once
the U.S. had become entangled in its own imperial mesh of state violence and economic
exploitation. This became clearer to her after the end of the First World War, when she
denounced the American empire, along with Berkman, from the peculiar perspective of
imprisonment on Ellis Island. Goldman, however, had been thinking about America’s
imperialism as it grew from the dawn of the twentieth century.
Goldman first started thinking about the Pacific world, alongside the Caribbean,
during the Spanish-American war in 1898. In her memoirs Living My Life Goldman
recalled being “in profound sympathy with the Cuban and Philippine rebels who were
striving to throw off the Spanish yoke” (226). She had “no faith whatever in the patriotic
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protestations of America as a disinterested and noble agency to help the Cubans” (226).
She recalled being in touch with the Junta, a revolutionary grouping organized in exile in
Hong Kong after the beginning of the Philippine Insurrection Spanish-American War in
1898. This group was formed in response to the writings and martyrdom of José Rizal
after he was killed by the Spanish in 1896 and included many of his erstwhile comrades
from exile in Madrid. The story of Nihilist-style insurrection was repurposed across sites
of empire. Goldman, more than Berkman or Cahan, attended to this global dispersion of
that Russian paradigm and its revolutionary ethos.
Fittingly for someone who was interested in repurposing literary and political
antecedents, and typically for one of the period’s greatest orators and communicators,
Goldman saw imperialism in dramatically vivid terms as both a new menace and a return
of the repressed. She focused on its American iteration, but also viewed U.S empire as a
phenomenon in lockstep with the rise of a truly international capitalist order that utilized
the affordances of state power to quell dissent. Goldman narrated the rise of this new
strain of an old imperialism against the background of a world history that was tied to her
own biography: as the new world aped the old, the country where she lived and worked
came to mirror her native land.
When President McKinley was assassinated, Goldman published her
understanding of American empire, in a manner which would cause a sharp divergence
between her and Berkman. Flummoxed by charges that she had sent Leon Csolgosz to
Buffalo to do her bidding, Goldman nevertheless defended his act by contextualizing it in
a notorious article, “The Tragedy at Buffalo,” first published in Free Society on October
6, 1901. Goldman began by condemning McKinley and his gold-standard, anti-labor
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administration in familiar terms as a “small band of parasites” who “have robbed the
American people,” Goldman extended the compass of her criticism of the slain president
“and his class” (‘The Tragedy at Buffalo’ 477) These leaders had “stained the memory of
the men who produced the Declaration of Independence, through the blood of the
massacred Filipinos” (477).
Goldman was devastated when Berkman started declaiming against Leon
Csolgosz on the basis that the latter had misunderstood American capitalism and made a
strategic error as an insurrectionary. “Sasha is using the same arguments against Leon
that Johann Most had urged against Sasha,” Goldman recalled thinking when she
received this letter, which struck her senseless, and which had to be read aloud to her as
she could not finish it with her own eyes ( Living My Life 324). “Most had proclaimed the
futility of individual acts of violence in a country devoid of proletarian consciousness and
he pointed out that the American worker did not understand such deeds” (324). As
Goldman intimated, Berkman was indeed arguing that Russian tactics did not work in
America, and he had also found to his own despair that certain American workers,
Homestead workers who had been arrested while protesting the lock-out designed to
break the union, did not understand his deed. Berkman felt defeated by the repudiation he
experienced at the hands of Homestead workers imprisoned alongside him. “Not a striker
myself, I could and should have no interest in the struggle” (The Prison Memoirs 55).
This was why he sought to differentiate between his prior notions of political dissent,
which he came to see as naïve, and his emerging sense of solidarity with those subjugated
within U.S. capitalism.
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Goldman saw 1901 in a different light, as a historical moment in which
imperialism and class war proceeded in lockstep with one another. The colonial
battlefield of the Philippines illuminated the class conflicts of Illinois, New York and
Pennsylvania for what they really were: struggles against a despotic and imperial regime.
Whereas most Americans would perceive labor disputes as violent struggles between
private citizens, some of who were laborers and some of whom were capitalists, Goldman
believed that there was a vital link between the blood that stained the factory gates in
mainland America and the colonial bloodshed of America’s distant wars. Once the
doctrine of independence had been trampled, she wrote in “The Tragedy at Buffalo,” the
government could more fully collude in the “war” that “capital has waged…on labor”
(476). Goldman substantiated this notion of class war by alluding to a catalogue of sites
of strikes that encountered anti-worker violence poised between state and corporate
policing: “Hazelton [Pennsylvania], Virden [Illinois] and Idaho” (476)
In his prosecution of imperial war and his collusion with violence against
workers, McKinley “became the tool of the moneyed kings” (‘The Tragedy at Buffalo”
476). In imperial America, the difference between capital and government collapsed.
Goldman argued that McKinley was assassinated because he presided over a regime in
which the government fought battles on behalf of private interests. Those battles were the
same, whether they took place on American territory between industrialists and their
workers, or overseas between the American military and nationalist insurgents.
Goldman used America’s imperial forays in the Philippines to justify her claim
that the state had turned irrevocably away from the liberal-industrial order which
Berkman distinguished from Russian autocracy. She was arguing that, after Manila Bay
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and San Juan, that the American state could be understood as a despotic regime in its
prosecution of violent suppression of workers in the industrial homeland and indigenous
people on its new colonial periphery. Violent clashes between workers and capitalists
were thus manifestations of class warfare being waged by the state. Goldman was
domesticating U.S. imperialism by pointing to its corollaries on American soil. She
brought America’s imperial warfare home by showing that the same collusion between
“money kings” and the government that had pushed the American military into Cuba and
the Philippines was also operative in labour struggles throughout mainland America. At
the same time, she was linking America’s social struggles to a global conflict, with
governments and capitalists on one side, and workers and radicals on the other.
In “The Tragedy at Buffalo,” Goldman brought the analyses of capitalism and
imperialism together to clarify and amplify one another. Berkman’s objection to the ideas
that political sovereignty and capitalist power could be collapsed in this way continued to
rankle her. It caused her considerable personal grief as the first cause of marked
divergence between her and her closest comrade—a grief amplified by the fact of his
ongoing incarceration. Indeed, Goldman had just returned from a pitiful visit to Berkman
at Western State—"Could it really be Sasha, so changed, so thin and wan?” –when she
heard the news of McKinley’s death (Living My Life 295). Goldman also continued to
contend with Berkman’s claim that capitalism and “the economic field” must be isolated,
in analysis and insurrectionary strategy, and the terms of Berkman repudiation echoed
down the decades. Goldman reproduced Berkman’s letter in her 1931 memoirs, just as
Berkman did in his 1912 book. She incorporated Berkman’s ideas into her own prose
reflections on the McKinley assassination after the benefit of three decades’ hindsight. In
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the early thirties, Goldman was still struggling with Berkman’s point, and still she
pointed to the facts of U.S. imperialism to buttress her claim that McKinley was, in
Berkman’s words, a “direct and immediate enemy of the people” (The Prison Memoirs
417). Goldman’s summary of the argument incorporated Berkman’s counterargument.
But why had he chosen the President rather than some more direct representative
of the system of economic oppression and misery? Was it because he saw in
McKinley the willing tool of Wall Street and of the new American imperialism that
flowered under his administration? One of its first steps had been the annexation of
the Philippines, an act of treachery to the people whom America had pledged to set
free during the Spanish War. McKinley also typified a hostile and reactionary
attitude toward labor: he had repeatedly sided with the masters by sending troops
into strike regions. (Living My Life 309-10)
Once again linking the industrial North East to America’s new Pacific colony, Goldman
portrayed the assassination of a U.S. President as part of a global contest between “the
people” and “the masters.” These categories crossed national boundaries, and transcended
Berkman’s distinction between political and economic types of subjugation. At large in
imperial America, Goldman insisted that political oppression was still a problem while
Berkman, imprisoned by an act of state collusion with private capitalists, insisted on the
obsolescence of that paradigm.
In New York, Goldman found support amongst immigrant leftist newspapers
whose political compasses incorporated political traditions and conditions from across the
globe. “The only ones who had not lost their heads were of the Latin groups, the Italian,
Spanish, and French anarchists,” Goldman recounted, adding approvingly that these groups
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reprinted her article, “The Tragedy at Buffalo, in their own foreign-language
“publications” (Living My Life 316). The Spanish, French and Italian-speaking anarchists
also shared her conceptual elevation of “imperialism,” over and above “capitalism,” as the
proximate cause of the McKinley assassination in its widest implications. “They wrote
sympathetically of Leon, interpreting his act as a direct result of the increasing imperialism
and reaction in this country (316).
Goldman’s internationalism was at the root of her interest in imperialism, and her
argument that imperialism annulled the difference between state violence and economic
exploitation. She was roused from a deep depression in the winter of 1901-2, following
Berkman’s and others’ rejection of Csologsz, by reading about insurrectionary Russia.
“BLOODY

RIOTS—WORKERS

AND

PEASSANTS

KILLED—

STUDENTS WHIPPED BY COSSACKS. . .” The press was filled with the
events that were happening in Russia. One more the struggle against the
tsarist autocracy was being brought to the attention of the world. The
appalling brutality on one side, the glorious courage on the other, tore me
out of the lethargy that had paralysed my will since the Buffalo days. (Living
My Life 329)
The Russian regime’s “appalling violence” vindicated Goldman’s sense of the urgency of
standing behind the “courage” of acts such as Csolgosz. Where so many, including
Berkman, continued to think of Russia in juxtaposition to America, Goldman understood
the two countries’ fates to be linked, as these regimes would either continue toward an
entrenched imperial despotism, or break under revolutionary pressure.
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In “The Tragedy at Buffalo,” Goldman warned against making any absolute
distinction between America and the European dynasties: “…one hears Americans say,
“We can understand why the poor Russians kill their czar, or the Italians their king, for
think of the conditions that prevail there; but he who lives in a republic, where each one
has the opportunity to become president of the United States, (provided he has a powerful
party back of him); we are the people, and acts of violence in our country are impossible”
(475) Goldman argued that “thirty years” of “industrial war” in America, taken alongside
three years of imperialism, had brought America in tandem with the “rotten and decayed
European tyrannies” in terms of “supremacy of power” (475). A new American regime
was mirroring the old world autocracies.
Goldman herself encountered this regime in a directly physical way. Having
previously heard of insurrectionaries’ experiencing torture, Goldman avowed that “I
myself had never been subjected to it,” until after the McKinley assassination and the
subsequent crackdown on anarchists (Living My Life 300). With vivid details, recollected
after thirty years, Goldman described the first exhausting and terrifying experience of
such subjection. More than “fifty detectives” passed through the cell in which she was
held after the McKinley assassination, “each shaking his fist and threatening me with the
direst things” (300).
The physical experience of being confined in, removed from, or taken to a
specific place was a crucially material and personal dimension to Goldman’s sense of
imperialism. Her encounters with brutal policing methods, which were mandated by
widespread public support for the heavy-handed treatment of radicals, connected
Goldman to a wide-ranging geography of dissent and political abuse. Living My Life is
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structured by the interconnection of the intimate and the geopolitical, a feature that recurs
in Goldman and Berkman’s Deportation pamphlet from 1919, and which also drives the
realist narration of Cahan’s 1905 novel The White Terror and the Red. Goldman’s
identity as a subversive actor within an imperial regime hinged on intimate connections
with other insurrectionaries.
It is important to state that Goldman did not remain fixed in her view of
imperialism while Berkman adapted his to American conditions. Both of them theorized
imperialism on the basis of personal struggles and experiences of unexpected solidarity.
This is a crucial dimension to their role as anti-empire or anti-imperialist writers.
Goldman experienced imperialism as a force that facilitated or prevented connections
with her comrades. When revolution broke out in Russia, Goldman found herself in the
presence of members of the storied Russian revolutionary movement that reached back to
the eighteen-eighties setting of Cahan’s The White Terror. She also found herself missing
her once-constant companion Berkman. The famous Jewish insurrectionist Catherine
Breshkovskaya and the radical Yiddish philosopher Chaim Zhitlowsky visited New York
on a fundraising trip for the Party of Social Revolutionaries in 1905. Meeting one of “the
women of the revolutionary movement in Russia” “face to face” brought home to
Goldman how the global arena of empire and revolt was also a struggle that moved and
arrested bodies, within and between countries (Living My Life 360). Russia’s
revolutionary moment caused nights of celebration in New York, bringing her closer to
comrades from her native land.
At the same time, she felt bitterly melancholic about Berkman’s inability to meet
these insurrectionaries, or travel to his beloved homeland itself: “The spiritual proximity
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of Russia brought Sasha poignantly near. I knew how profoundly he would enjoy our
inspiring nights; how he would be stirred and soothed by the songs of the native land he
had always passionately loved” (Living My Life 367), But locked up by one imperial
conjunction of state and business, Berkman was unable to participate in the excitements
of a distant site of worker rebellion against empire’s grip. The global roiling of
imperialism was also a matter of whom one could encounter in the flesh, and whom one
could not.
These years, 1905-6, saw Goldman ensconced “with the Yiddish population” in
New York, amongst whom she welcomed insurrectionary heroes from Russia (such
heroes always proved to be “of exceptional interest” to the Jewish immigrants they
contacted for fund-raising and international solidarity in New York) (Living My Life
360). She also grieved at the outcome of the abortive 1905 Revolution with East Side
Jews. Although she did not participate in the Yiddish-language workers’ movement,
Goldman remained as interested as Cahan did in intersections between capitalist
insurrection and violence against Jews.63 Goldman had once been a popular figure
amongst New York’s anarchist Yiddish left, though she drifted away from the Yiddish
publications after the Yiddish anarchist’s guiding light, Johan Most, condemned
Berkman’s attentat as a naïve endeavor that risked the status of anarchism in the U.S.64
Though she assimilated into the anarchist movement and ceased to write for any
Yiddish publications, the particular geographies and problems of Jewish workers
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remained a crucial part of Goldman’s political consciousness. She drew attention in
Living My Life to the tragic aftermath of “renewed massacres of Jews” that followed the
abortive 1905 Revolution: “Our bright hopes turned to blackest despair,” Goldman
reported from the Jewish “East Side,” where the pogroms appeared as as a “tragedy of
the crushed masses” (373) Explicitly using the vocabulary of mass subjugation to
describe political violence against Jews as Cahan did not, Goldman made the pogroms a
bleak fact of counter-revolution, a part of the “deadly work” of “torture, prison, and the
gallows” (373).
Goldman quickly tied her analysis of the pogroms’ mix of police violence and
mass subjugation to the world of empire. Two years after this wave of pogroms,
Goldman looked back on the war that sparked the 1905 Revolution and saw it as an
imperial gamble.
The curtain is beginning to be lifted on the motives of the terrible RussoJapanese war, which cost so much blood and tears. And we see again that
back of the fierce Moloch of war stands the still fiercer god of
Commercialism. Kuropatkin, the Russian Minister of War during the
Russo-Japanese struggle, has revealed the true secret behind the latter. The
Tsar and his Grand Dukes, having invested money in Corean concessions,
the war was forced for the sole reason of speedily accumulating large
fortunes. (‘Patriotism’ 376)
Following J.A. Hobson’s definition of “imperialism” six years earlier as the
pursuit of the accumulation of capital by profiteers who sought to make use of “jingo”
amongst industrial nations, Goldman called this imperial phenomenon “Patriotism.”
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“Patriotism assumes that our globe is divided into little specks,” wrote Goldman, “each
one surrounded by an iron gate.” Ironically, this arch-provincialism was a transnational
phenomenon. “It is patriotism that will assist the arch-murderer Diaz, in destroying
thousands of lives in Mexico, or that will even aid in arresting Mexican revolutionists on
American soil and keep them incarcerated in American prisons” (‘Patriotism’ 373).
Writing in 1908, Goldman announced that a specific kind of internationalism was
the necessary counterweight to this militaristic and imperial patriotism. “The
centralization of power has brought into being an international feeling of solidarity
among the oppressed nations of the world.” Goldman’s category for international
solidarity—the “oppressed nations”—surprisingly included the “workingmen of
America” who, she claimed, shared a “greater harmony of interests” with “his brothers
abroad” than with “his exploiting compatriot” (‘Patriotism 380).
This call for workers-of-the-world solidarity struck a note that had been sounded
before, with the 1848 publication of The Communist Manifesto, and with the 1864
founding of the First International. Where these nineteenth-century internationalisms
focused on cooperation amongst European workers—a cause that continued to provoke
splits within the European Socialist Parties during the First World War—Goldman’s
internationalism was different. It made the “oppressed nations of the world” the primary
category of solidarity, and then appealed to American workers to take the cause of
colonized peoples as their own.
In updating the image of the “despotic regime” for the colonial geopolitics of the
twentieth century, Goldman sutured the strands of oppression and exploitation that
Berkman separated. As she did so, she generated a working definition of imperialism as
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the crux between political violence and capitalist expansion. Throughout her memoirs,
Goldman presented the aims of capitalist “exploitation” and strong-armed states like the
“despotic regime” she saw in Porfiro Diaz’s Mexico, in Alexander II’s Russia, and
eventually in Wilson’s America, as one and the same united front against the workers of
the world (Living My Life 478).
Goldman became increasingly focused on non-American and non-European sites.
Her Euro-American perspective on other parts of the world made her see the cause of
labour through the prism of revolutions in what would later be named, after the midcentury swathe of revolutions of decolonization, The Third World.
I found California seething with discontent. The Mexican revolution and
the arrest of the McNamara brothers had aroused labour on the Pacific
Coast to a high pitch. The despotic regime of Diaz and the ruthless
exploitation of the Mexican people by native and American interests had
been unmasked by Ricardo Flores Magón and his brother Enrique, the
representatives of the Junta of the Mexican Liberal party….
The revolution in Mexico was the expression of a people
awakened to the great economic and political wrongs in their land. The
struggle inspired large numbers of militant workers in America, among
them many anarchists and I.W.W.’s (Industrial Workers of the World), to
help their Mexican brothers across the border. Thoughtful persons on the
Coast, intellectuals as well as proletarians, were imbued with the spirit
behind the Mexican revolution.
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Another factor to intensify the atmosphere was the new attempt to
crush labour. (Living My Life 478-79).
The social foment that Goldman found in 1911 California bolstered her view that the
American labor movement was part of a worldwide anti-imperial politics. This was based
on personal exchanges “across the border,” as well as material interconnections (the role
played by “American interests” in the Mexican “regime”) and affective and conceptual
links that “filled” Californians with “the spirit behind the Mexican revolution.” Goldman
appended “the new attempt to crush labor” in America to her vision of imperial violence
and revolution across the world, as she did in ‘The Tragedy at Buffalo.’ She connected
state oppression to worker suppression (“great economic and political wrongs in their
land”) and did so in transnational perspective (“brothers across the border”).
Goldman was beginning to generate a definition of U.S. imperialism that would
become familiar later in the twentieth century, when figures from the New Left and
American activists and political prisoners would connect industrial strife and racism
inside the U.S. to American interests and interventions in imperial regimes and
dictatorships across the world. Half a century prior to this, Goldman was linking
imperialism’s older connotations of despotism and autocracy to an emerging conjunction
of anti-capitalist and anticolonial struggles. Her use of imperialism transformed each of
these two separate significations, adapting the notion of the European or Russian ancien
regime to describe new forms of imperial governance, while impugning America’s
emerging capitalists on the basis of their resemblance to the supposedly obsolete despots
of the Old World.
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The figure of the pogrom Jew, which Goldman recurred to in 1908 and 1919,
enabled ehr to think about her own past as an insurrectionary struggling against the
political oppression of an empire, as well as a working-class intellectual in solidarity with
the masses. It was her relationship to political violence, as a Russian Jew, that allowed
her to connect herself, in an intimate way, to the problem of the twentieth century as she
saw it, which was capitalism’s revivification of the old despots’ brutal ways of managing
diverse populations.
Imperialism and anti-imperialism proved so important to Goldman because these
terms involved an inextricable link between governments—the traditional foe of
anarchist theory—and global capitalism. The conjunction between the two—the
inseparability of Berkman’s “economic” and “political” domains, is constantly reiterated
in Goldman’s articles and memoirs. In 1911, Goldman found connections between
global, anti-imperial revolutions and the American labor movement, linking the showtrial of two Irish trade unionists for the bombing of the Los Angeles Times building to a
decade-long conflict in which indigenous workers and peasants struggled against elites
backed by American companies with interests in Mexico’s textiles, railroads, and mines.
By yoking together economic, political, and military power in her political
understanding, Goldman placed the U.S. workers’ movement into a global perspective of
empire and revolution.
Being on the Pacific littoral of the America’s resituated Goldman in terms of the
early twentieth century’s geopolitics, and this in turn produced a marked effect on her
political consciousness. The West Coast connected with a different map of global
industrial conflict than the more familiar belt of transatlantic industrialism stretching
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from the Ruhr to the Mississippi.65 As Goldman witnessed an outgrowth of
internationalism amongst workers and intellectuals amidst the heady events of 1911, she
came to see increasingly close links across large distances and uneven developments.
“The East had met the West, united by the same tie of blood” (Living My Life 477).
The immediate context for this proclamation was given by the demonstrations she
witnessed in Detroit on behalf of a group anarchists killed by the Japanese government:
Denjiro Kotuko, Sugano Kano, Dr. S Osihi, and A. Mirchiki. These Japanese anarchists
were killed by the imperial government there, although not before a concerted
international movement for their release. Goldman especially admired writer Kotoku,
whom she counterposed to the contemporary European (and American) trend of
japonisme. Meiji Japan, which proved so thrilling to aesthetes, served Goldman as
another illustration of the global collusion between a violent “regime” and capitalist
exploitation.
The outstanding figure of the group was Denjiro Kotoku. He knew his
country better than European writers like Lafacadio Hearn, Pierre Loti, or
Madame Gauthier, who had painted Japan in roseate colours. Kotoku had
personally experienced the miserable conditions under which the workers
slaved, and the barbarism of the political regime. For years he had been
devoting himself to awaking the intelligentsia and the masses of Japan to
the needs of the situation. (Living My Life 473)
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Goldman applied the Russian notion of the “intelligentsia” to diverse locales, while also
insisting on the necessity for local figures who know the specific “conditions” of a given
“country.” She envisioned the role of the imperial subversive as one which kept one eye
on international comparisons and global phenomena, and another eye on the specificities
of a particular regime. She insisted on this doubled perspective because she believed
domestic labor politics could only be fully understood when viewed as a piece of the
huge and ruthless push outwards in the age of empire, an intensive industrial counterpart
to the extensive carving up of the globe.
When war broke out between the imperial powers, Goldman’s initially
idiosyncratic vision of imperialism as the crux between state violence and economic
subjugation became more prevalent. After America joined the war, her comparisons
between Tsarist Russia and capitalist America became more recognizably salient, too. In
1917, America substituted its military for the Tsarist armies that had been recalled from
the war by the Provisional Government. America and Russia switched places, as the
former insinuated itself into the same imperialist war from which the latter had
disengaged itself through revolution. Goldman was particularly dismayed by the
immediate introduction of conscription by the U.S. government. She and Berkman both
went to prison for their anti-draft activities.
Goldman described how her status and Berkman’s switched after the February
Revolution. Previously, notwithstanding their constant agitation against American
capitalism, the courts and the government, they were U.S. immigrants who saw
themselves as having been exiled from another empire. Now that “revolutionary exiles”
were seeking refuge in Russia, and perhaps the refuge they sought was from the New

181

World, their status was different. “America was also contributing its quota. At the first
news of the Tsar’s overthrow, thousands of exiles hastened back to their native country,
now the Land of Promise.” For Russian revolutionaries in American exile, their point of
origin had become a berth for exiles, a “Land of Promise” (Living My Life 593).
After 1917, Goldman and Berkman saw themselves as insurrectionaries in their
adopted land; imperial subversives working for the overthrow of the despotic regime of
wartime and post-war America. They chose to stay in America, rather than return to postrevolutionary Russia, because America was in more need of insurrectionary agitation.
Ignoring the impulses of their “own old yearning” for a return to Russia that would
furnish them with a revolutionary setting, the pair vowed instead to “remain rooted in our
adopted land.” “Russia had great need of her revolutionary exiles, but Sasha and I now
felt that America needed us more. We decided to remain” (Living My Life 594)
“In the spirit of her military preparations, America was rivalling the most despotic
countries of the old world” (Living My Life 597). Goldman’s claims of historical
inversion entailed more than a simple rhetorical equivalence between America and preRevolutionary Russia—two polities which she always saw as very different, not least
because of the signal lack of revolutionary foment that always frustrated her in the U.S.
But the political developments of the first two decades of the twentieth century, both in
America and elsewhere, caused her to stop looking at America through the Atlantic frame
that made the new world a site of promise and liberation. A different and emerging
geopolitics emerged through the Pacific.
Working backward from the pamphlet Goldman co-authored with Berkman in
December 1919, we can grasp how Goldman came to theorize American imperialism as a
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backward development and managed to eventually convince Berkman that U.S.
imperialism was a return of the vanquished despotisms of history. The pair’s trials, with
their forgone conclusions, brought home the fact that capitalist imperialism was not so
“subtle” and “insidious” as Berkman had claimed it to be—surprisingly, given his
painfully-long incarceration at the hands of the state. In 1919, as the pair were rebranded
“aliens” and being prepared for wholesale ejection from the American state, Goldman
amplified her dissenting voice by publishing her own court testimonies.
“At the very outset of this hearing,” wrote Goldman on 27 October 1919, “I wish
to register my protest against these star chamber proceedings, whose very spirit is
nothing less than a revival of the ancient days of the Spanish Inquisition or the more
recently defunct Third Degree system of Czarist Russia” (Statement by Emma Goldman)
The Russian empire allowed Goldman to connect her New York trial to a history of
theocratic trials linked to the history of anti-Jewish persecution that went from fifteenth
century Iberia to nineteenth century Russia. Goldman linked despotic regimes with
colonial expansion, because it was through such expansions that rulers found themselves
facing an increasingly restive population, and it was through expansion that they solved
the question of what to do with such dissenters. “To be sure, America does not yet
possess a suitable place like Siberia to which her exiled sons might be sent, but since she
has begun to acquire colonial possessions. . . it will not be difficult to find an American
Siberia once the precedent of banishment is established” (Statement by Emma Goldman).
Equating colonial expansion with secret power and arbitrary rule, Goldman denounced a
“conspiracy of imperialist capitalism” that was turning twentieth-century America into
nineteenth-century Russia. Going back further still, Goldman traced the persecution of
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Jewish dissidents to the same Reconquista moment in which the colonization of the
Americas first occurred under the auspices of the Spanish Cortes—that “black legend” of
empire, which haunted the U.S. imaginary as the negated counterpart to America’s own
“empire for liberty” (Statement by Emma Goldman).
Imprisoned on Ellis Island, Goldman finally realized her haunting sense that she
was a victim of the new imperialism as well as its critics. Like C.L.R James, who was
detained there in 1952-3 and wrote Mariners, Renegades and Castaways during his
incarceration, Goldman wanted to stake a claim on American culture in order to remain
an imperial subversive. James’s book was focused, like the works of the writers in this
chapter, on the crux between literary and material migrations. He argued that Melville’s
Moby-Dick was a text about the global and innately democratic workforce who forged the
material basis on which America’s world supremacy was built. Like the earlier Jewish
insurrectionists however, James was deported with little regard for his pleas about the
cultural and material internationalism that lay on the other side of American
imperialism.66
Judging from the Deportation pamphlet, Berkman came to agree with Goldman’s
contention that America’s capitalist expansion was analogous to the despotic ways of the
Russian autocracy, viewed with post-revolutionary retrospect. He came to understand the
links she drew between political violence, cultural scapegoating, capitalist reaction, and
exploitation. And he came to acknowledge, if not to replicate, the geography of her
internationalism.
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When they invoked the persecution of Russia’s Jews, Goldman and Berkman
inscribed themselves into a hinge they had made between the history of despotic regimes
and the emerging geopolitics of empire. They did not, however, think seriously about
America as a settler colonial space or as an increasingly (if insidiously) imperial force in
the western hemisphere. A younger generation of Jewish writers, however, did plot their
literary and political migrations against a world-map of colonialism. As they did so, they
shifted their gaze away from America’s domestic politics, toward two of its most
significant and complex foreign policy positions in the twentieth century: its oppositional
relationship to the socialist republic of the Soviet Union, and its growing support for the
ambivalent counter-colonial politics of the Zionist movement.
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CHAPTER 3
SETTLERS
Mary Antin’s The Promised Land announced its preoccupation with being a settler in its
very title. Werner Sollors returned to the book repeatedly as he argued that “the exodus is
one of America’s central themes,” with the Old Testament narrative “confer[ring] sacral
meaning on secular migration” as long as writers had produced self-consciously
American literature (43). Andrew Heinze has pointed out that Antin individualized what
was otherwise an epic exodus narrative and mined the migration narrative for its “deep
psychology” (245). In addition to psychological depth, Antin’s memoir is framed by a
sustained attention to an “evolutionism” which, as Sarah Wilson argues, produced “a
relation to the past that is flexible yet inescapable” (254). Antin modernized and updated
the millenarian themes of mission and entitlement that can be found throughout the letters
of America’s settler history, with the help of the psychological and socio-evolutionary
discourses of her time. She also re-Judaized the Christian uptake of the exodus narrative.
The result was a book which, despite its sentimental tone and constant praise of
America, raises serious questions about what it meant to immigrate into the American
state at the turn of the twentieth century. Whose promised land was America? How could
a settler ideology from the string of scarce-explored colonies on the American littoral
back in the seventeenth century, remain salient for the industrialized country of 1912?
And how could one writer’s memories from another country, along with her
commentaries on the mechanics of memory itself, acquire canonical status as a text on
America as a settler-colony-turned-nation-of-immigrants? The settler paradigm was,
moreover, not just a way of thinking about America historically and diachronically. It

186

was also a way of placing the social-national questions of American assimilation into a
global and imperial frame. As Susan Pederson writes, “settlement remained a crucial part
of imperial domination” in the twentieth century (1).
Literature about imaginative entitlement to stolen land and exploited labor, or
about a guilt consciousness in relation to these facts, constitute a crucial part of settler
culture. The invisibility of a work like Antin’s The Promised Land as a settler text, rather
than a part of a domestic “national” literary canon, only speaks to the willingness to
obviate and forget America’s settler history. Antin’s The Promised Land is largely read
an “immigrant memoir” about acculturation. Michael Gold’s Jews Without Money, which
repeats Antin’s trope sardonically is canonized as a central part of the literature of the
1930s left. Yet they both spell out, in no uncertain terms, their writer’s relationship to
America’s colonial society and politics.

Migrant mind
Antin was a writer with a vocation: to justify the ways of the immigrant to America. As
an eighteen year old with one published autobiography (the 1899 From Plotzk to Boston)
already under her belt, she wrote to on 16 March 1902 Israel Zangwill about her “new
worlds of experience” and “new capacities” that allowed her to give those experiences
form: she vowed that she was ready to “help in the world’s work” (Selected Letters 37).
In a letter from 19 July 1911, she wrote to Ellery Sedgwick, who was serializing The
Promised Land in the Atlantic, to say the she “was called to the forum” to preach
“democracy”—and to prove it via her own unlikely “success” (52). Antin felt called upon
to praise America and take up the cause of immigrants, and she strived to fulfil these two
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tasks at a stroke. In The Promised Land she attempted to advocate for both the immigrant
and her new country by focusing on the migrant mind. This enabled her both to reveal the
sophistication of the individual members of the “steerage masses,” and to praise the
transformative effects of the polity that embraced them.
Migration altered the normal workings of memory according to Antin, and
migration into the right space facilitated a fast-paced and progressive development. In
The Promised Land she recalled how the spaces of her infancy were shrunk down to size
by her adult knowledge that she had grown up in “a caste system with social levels
sharply marked off, and families united by clannish ties” (36).
The abode of our childhood, if not revisited in later years, is apt to loom in our
imagination as a vast edifice with immense chambers in which our little self
seems lost. Somehow I have failed of this illusion. My grandfather’s house, where
I was born, stands, in my memory, a small, one-story wooden building. (80)
Instead of recollecting a “little self” lost amidst comparatively “vast” spaces, Antin
suggests that her memories had been recalibrated by her transplantation to a modern
society. The “abode” of her “childhood” seemed comparatively small because of the
scales of America and the scope of her experience as an immigrant. The result of this is
that what normally “loom[s] in our imagination” was diminished. American experience
retrospectively empowered the young girl in Russia against the crushing limitations of
her existence. The Promised Land is a performance of the specific mentality produced by
migration. Its recollections of Russia serve to exemplify a peculiarly immigrant mind,
which Antin domesticated as the American mind par excellence.
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“We are not born all at once, but by bits” (The Promised Land 87). In the
immigrant’s case, this entails being born in several different places. For Antin, this held
developmental advantages, as if new locales prompted the brain to recapture the infant’s
acuity and perspicacity. Her memories might have been altered, but this was not to their
detriment. Antin repeatedly asserted the validity of her immigrant-American admixture of
memory and imagination. Migration meant the fusion of the memories of one place with
the imagination developed in another.
Antin juxtaposed her embodied memories of a distant place against over forms of
travelogue and information. In place of the verifiable and physical landscape, she
sketched a psychically-charged map of “adventureful roads,” punctuated by idiosyncratic
features: “here a landmark, there a figure.” Her capacity to “live over the old events”
imaginatively makes her “the better guide” to Polotzk than any “survey,” such as the
maps and guides commissioned by the imperial administration of the Russian provinces
at the century’s end (84). Proof is situated subjectively: not in the place of her
recollection but through the effects of memory, which produces “the quickening of my
pulse.”
This extreme subjectivism is not as individualistic as it might seem. For the other
self-vindicating claim Antin made, over and over again in The Promised Land, was to her
typicality. Andrew Heinze lays out Antin’s marriage of subjective impression and
communal belonging:
It is because I understand my history…. to be typical of many,” she wrote, “that I
consider it worth recording.’ What was the essence of that typical experience?
The awareness that “it is painful to be of two worlds.” And whence came that
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awareness? From the fact that “all the processes of uprooting, transportation,
replanting, acclimatization, and development took place in my own soul.” Antin
explicitly connected the large sociology of assimilation with the deep psychology
of it. (“Schizophrenia Americana” 245)
Antin nodded to sociopolitical processes that she had undergone as part of a broad
collectivity in order to attribute a wider significance to her practice of recording the
processes of remembering and reinventing the past. Yet this process is not strictly
“assimilation,” which is what Heinze argues it to be. Assimilation implies the voluntary
or involuntary renunciation of a socio-cultural difference as the price of admission to a
new society and culture. Antin, on the other hand, devotes more of The Promised Land to
Russia than to America. The dynamics of “uprooting, transportation, replanting” that she
portrayed cannot be reduced to assimilation. What matters in The Promised Land is each
side of the “transportation,” both the native place and the new grounds in which one is
replanted. Antin’s botanical metaphor is about the persistence and adaptation of life
across distance.
Sarah Wilson’s focus on Darwinian discourses in The Promised Land provides a
different model than assimilation. Wilson examines Antin’s Darwinian theme of
“geographic separation from origins” (250). Taking the cue from passages in Antin’s
memoir in which the author describes her informal education in the science club at Hale
House, Wilson looks to Darwin’s writing on the Galapagos Islands as a precedent for
Antin’s narrative art of calibrating memory and distance. Antin’s attention to memory
and recollection is a study of what the mind makes of places it cannot revisit. The
Promised Land is about the mental effects of living apart from your native place.
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From Migrant Memory to Settler Entitlement
Antin asserted the complexity of migrant memory as a form of entitlement. She also
asserted qualifications for the kind of mentality that accorded one rights of entry to the
Promised Land. In a proto-Proustian moment of “gustatory perception,” through which
Antin “became a child again” after tasting a childhood delicacy, she recalled how she
“rode the Atlantic in an emigrant ship” and “took possession of the New World” (92-3)
An embodied memory of old world tastes prompted her to recollect the sensation, now
accomplished, of being able to assume ownership over American space and opportunity.
This act of taking possession is, crucially, presented as part of a fusion of adult memory
and childhood fantasy. The new settler took possession without shedding blood, because
she did so via the imagination.
Allusions like this invoke a settler-pioneer entitlement for the migrant newcomer
while also presenting the difference between latter-day settlers and their rougher
forebears. Antin updated the settler idea of selective and specified entitlement to
opportunity, to make it fit a metropolitan, industrial society rather than a rough agrarian
colony. A specific ability to reflect on her native place, revisit it imaginatively, and
distance herself from it historically, entitles Antin to a position within the New World.
The Promised Land keeps signalling its author’s similarities and differences to the
settlers of old.
The doors opened to me because I had a right to be within . . . Given health and
standing-room, I should have worked out my salvation even on a desert island.
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Being set down in the garden of America, where opportunity waits on ambition, I
was bound to my make my days a triumphal march toward my goal. (355)
Two comparisons operate in this passage. The putative “desert island” where Antin
would have still had some success invokes the adventure narratives of Robert Louis
Stevenson, whom Antin recalled reading, as well as the prototype of the desert island
survivor, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. This is an older, masculine and rural settler
toughness and entitlement, which Antin invoked in order both to compare and to distance
herself from it.
The second comparison is implied by the assertion that America’s “doors opened
to me because I had a right to be within.” This could be a universal statement of
immigrant rights. But it is not. Antin asserts her rights by insisting on her individual
qualities, her distinctiveness. Antin has “a right to be within” because her “ambition”
makes her capable of utilizing America’s “opportunity.” The capacity to conceive of a
“goal” and execute that goal through a “triumphal march” separates Antin sharply off
from the “huddled masses” or “wretched refuse” of Emma Lazarus’s immigrant
advocacy. Antin is not a hopeless refugee. She is a specialized mental worker: a
twentieth-century settler.
Where Lazarus and Zangwill had spoken in the name of the collective neediness
of others, Antin asserted her own entitlement and empowerment as an immigrant. The
first-person perspective and individualistic bent of Antin’s narrative is crucial in opening
up a distance between the exile, who seeks succour in a benign new world order, and the
settler, who generates their own entitlement to new world opportunity. “However I came
here, it is mine to be” (40). The Promised Land is proof of Antin’s gift, as well as a
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narrative about that gift’s development. Her eloquence in matters of imagination and
recollection indicates Antin’s right to success in her new environs. As The Promised
Land narrates how “an outcast” could become “a privileged citizen,” it also vindicates
and explains that transformation by exemplifying the value of the outcast imagination.

Jewish Imagination, American Grounds
As the trope of the outcast becoming a citizen implies with its echoes of Jewish
emancipation in Western Europe, The Promised Land made much use, albeit obliquely,
of its author’s Jewishness. When Antin published a non-fiction work on immigration, the
1914 They Who Knock at Our Gates, she engaged in a bit of special pleading for Jews as
entrants to the Promised Land. America’s ultimate duty to itself was a “duty to live up to
the gospel of liberty” (11). Antin argued that Russian Jews had proved their mettle and
their worth “by their forwardness of the Russian Revolution in 1905” (39). In this curious
piece of argumentation, Antin presented Jewish insurrectionaries in exile as ideal types of
the new settler. Yet it was not the insurrectionists’ revolutionary potential that Antin
advocated for Progressive-era America. It was their subjective willingness to engage in
that struggle. Minds that were trained inwards and focused on abstract principles of
freedom, Antin argued, deserved to stake a claim to American grounds.
Antin wrote about abstract qualities of imagination, mentality, and morals, but she
also tethered these abstract qualities to the particular experience and community of Jews.
Despite her secularism, and her later conversion to an esoteric Christianity among the
Goulds in New York state, Antin persistently returned to the Jew as a figure whose
deeply imaginative yearning for transformation could be understood as a repeat of the
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original notion of what she called, in They Who Knock at Our Gates, the “mission” that
Puritan settlers had brought to America (19).
Jews were not just entitled to American space in Antin’s vision. They were
capable of realizing the historically-lapsed potential for transforming that space through
the conscious application of this sense of mission. For Jews, Antin wrote in The
Promised Land, were “escaped prisoners,” who were “[e]ager to be merged in the better
world in which they found themselves” (39). Alongside this externalization of Jewish
mission, Antin retained a persistent sense of the Jew’s “gaze on his inmost soul” (39).
This mixture of political experience and navel-gazing, this blend of soul and application,
bound Antin’s vision of settler America to her ambivalent relationship to Jewish identity.
As befitted the introspective slant of her non-native program, Antin claimed the settler
status for Jews via their individualized, imaginative relationship to their origins, rather
than through any collective or substantive iteration of their peoplehood.
Antin was the first Jewish writer to lay claim to a specific Jewish-immigrant
imaginative depth as a quality that held especial significance for America’s relationship
to its own history. She grafted Jewish marginalization onto the mainstream of American
culture, bracketing U.S. history by narrating in its place her own struggle against the
feudal and theocratic strictures of the Pale of Settlement. The Jewish girl both continued
and transformed the older model of the Christian, male European settler. Antin’s
upbringing as a Jew, excluded not just from Gentile society but also from Jewish ritual,
trained her to “take possession” of a “New World” whose original settler motifs had
become old. “I was fed on dreams, instructed by means of prophecies, trained to hear and
see mystical things that callous sense could not perceive. I was taught to call myself a
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princess, in memory of my forefathers who had ruled a nation.” (The Promised Land 40).
Her ability to believe in “mystical things that callous sense could not perceive” and the
long-historical “memory” of territorial sovereignty are two aspects of Antin’s Jewish
girlhood that her fit for the secular and territorially-realized Promised Land of America.
A Promised Land cannot be separated from a chosen people. Antin repudiated
political Zionism at this point, though she endorsed it just four years later. In its place,
she asserted that the Jew’s practice of cloaking a tenaciously-held “majesty” in the
“disguise of an outcast” (40) was an apt apprenticeship for “the adoption of America”
(228).
Antin leant on the exodus metaphor to draw out a correspondence between Jewish
flight and America’s settler or post-settler identity. Jewish Messianism’s political
corollary was not, for her political Zionism (at least, in 1912, not yet). It was the
integration of Jews as the latest settlers in the revolutionary-colonial space of America.
Antin spelled out this switch from the longing to Zion to the realization of immigrant
opportunity on New World grounds, as she pleaded her preference for American history
over Hebrew myth.
We knew that Israel had good reason to pray for deliverance. But the story of the
Exodus was not history to me in the sense that the story of the American
Revolution was. It was more like a glorious myth, a belief in which had the effect
of cutting me off from the actual world, by linking me with a world of
phantoms…. Except in moments of abstraction from the world around me, I
scarcely understood that Jerusalem was an actual spot on the earth, where once
the Kings of the Bible, real people, like my neighbors in Polotzk, ruled in puissant
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majesty. For the conditions of our civil life did not permit us to cultivate a spirit
of nationalism. (227)
The mental and physical geographies of this passage are tortuously entangled. An
imaginative investment in “Jerusalem” is realized in the space governed by the
aftereffects of “the American Revolution.” This, in turn, enables Jerusalem to take on the
status of an “actual spot” that was once populated by “real people, like my neighbors in
Polotzk.” While Zionist longings had “had the effect of cutting me off from the actual
world” in Russia, American experiences of inpatriation and “civil life” breathed new life
into the geography of mystical Zionism.
Despite this gesture toward the Americanization of Zionism, Antin nevertheless
populated her glimpsed vision of a reborn Zion with Russians: “my neighbors in
Polotzk.” In Russia, Zionism was immediate as a need but impalpable as a project. In
America, Zionism could take on the colours of an actual project, yet its urgency did not
belong to American space. After her American transplantation, it was possible to take
Zionism seriously as a project that involved “puissant” force and “real people.” For now,
however, her sights were set firmly on America, where “history” took the place of
“glorious myth,” and enabled the migrant Jew to forge a successful career in letters.
Migration to the U.S. was not just a socio-cultural experience for Antin. It was a
political training, for which she was prepared by her imaginative training as a Jew.
Jewish longing, added to American politics, created the conditions for the realization of
“a spirit of nationalism.” There was no hope that this nationalist spirit could pertain to the
space where she was born, however. The realization of national ambitions required
geographic displacement in order to remove its qualities of “abstraction” and retrieve the
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possibility for actualization (or, as Antin grandly put it, “puissant majesty”). Jews were
trained by mysticism for settling in modern America. Modern America, in its turn,
trained the Jew for political existence. As in the Western narratives of the time and their
colonial forebears, the settler and the frontier mutually transformed each other. Only, in
Antin’s metropolitan case as a Boston immigrant, the New World she entered did not
indigenize her. To the contrary, it endowed her with settler privilege: the political gift of
the non-native.

A Non-Native Program
Antin believed America held a crucial lesson about the relationship between a people and
a country. In Russia, amongst the Jews of the Pale of Settlement, “we did not know what
my country could mean to a man;” in America, on the other hand, a country was up for
“adoption” (228). Antin was intrigued by the political possibilities that opened up once
she had explored the psychology of national belonging from the point of view of the
immigrant, who came to graft their personal memories of an erstwhile native space with
the flexible and contingent nationality of new grounds. The immigrant could assume the
nationality of their new surroundings. Because of this, the immigrant’s psychology
became an index for New World belonging and, as Antin’s career proceeded, a potential
blueprint for the politics of nationality in the twentieth century.
If as Werner Sollors claimed the exodus is “one of the most prevalent typological
motifs” in the making of American literature (43), Antin’s reworking of the narrative and
thematic of Promised Land revealed that one of the exodus’s myriad meanings for New
World space lies in the way it brings together displacement and political success.
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Movement across space becomes the precondition for shaking off old fetters and forging
new belongings. As we have seen, Antin presented her autobiography as a paradigm for
understanding how and why an “outcast” could become a “privileged citizen” in
America. Her wording here was significant. In the eighteenth-century contexts in which
the citizen and citoyen where activated by revolutionaries in France and the American
colonies, “privilege” and “citizenship” were, politically speaking, antonyms. Privilege
was tied to the detested system of monarchs and, where the aristocracy supported them, a
broader feudal world. The conceptual field of citizenship was structured by horizontal
relationships among equals. Amongst the horizontal system of equal rights there would
be no privilege. A “privileged citizen,” in the republican worldview, was a contradiction
in terms.
Antin, however, recognized that she had not simply experienced emancipation-the assumption of equal rights across all inhabitants of a newly liberal social order.
Rather, she had thrown off the shackles of “outcast” status by moving from the old world
to the new--repeating the trajectory of the original settlers in colonial America. Her new
status as “citizen” was a consequence of settler privilege. Her autobiographies
anatomized and vindicated that privilege. Antin’s apparently paradoxical formulation of
the “privileged citizen” in The Promised Land was, in fact, an acutely specific description
of her status, and a defense of the rights of newcomers.
In They Who Knock at Our Gates Antin invoked the settler’s arrogation of
privilege in more programmatic terms. Antin defied nativists and anti-immigrant
“restrictionists” by recalling to their mind the historical precedent of granting rights by
other means than nativity or longevity. “No, it will not do to lay claim to the land on the

198

ground of priority of occupation, a long as there is a red man left on the Indian
reservations” (21)
Antin asserted the rights of incoming migrants to enter American society on three
bases: on the basis of America’s history of settlement; on the basis of America’s open
spaces—"there is enough America to go around for many years to come (110)—and on
the basis of certain qualities that newcomers were invested with through the very
migration they had enacted. The first two bases of immigrant advocacy are familiar from
earlier case studies in this dissertation. In focusing on the third, Antin made a novel
contribution to literature about America by Jewish migrants. She laid out the
psychological requisites of a new epoch of settler entitlement. Her pro-immigrant
pamphlet did not just utilize or invoke a settler sense of entitlement to the empty spaces
of America, though she admitted that settlers “may profitably be used as a model by
which to measure other immigrants” (56). More strikingly, They Who Knock at Our
Gates engendered a new way of thinking about migrants who had adopted the mantle of
settlers in the twentieth century: non-natives whose transmigrations trained them for
productive belonging to a liberal-capitalist social order.
In order to make her argument that the immigrant was entitled to American
opportunity just as the settler had been entitled to American space, Antin had to shift the
manual, physical work culture of the settler to fit a metropolitan professional sphere. The
immigrant qua new settler was tough, resourceful, and deeply versed in the memory of
native experiences. But these settler traits were echoed introspectively. The new settler
was an imaginative worker, and her imaginative resources furnished her entitlement as
well as her gift to the world.
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Antin invoked the physical strength and work of colonial settlers to rhetorically
defend the industrial-metropolitan immigrant. The immigrant, “like that earlier
newcomer,” “has rebelled against the conditions of his life, and adventured halfway
across the world in search of more acceptable conditions” (57). On the basis of the
immigrant-settler comparison, Antin explained that the steerage passengers arriving in
America comprised “not the refuse, but the sinew and bone of all the nations” (63). And,
like Eugene Kulischer and a host of other emigré demographers would do three decades
after her, Antin connected the westward settlement of the United States with the
immigrant arrivals in the East.67 “If rural New England to-day shows signs of
degeneracy, it is because much of her sinew and bone departed from her long ago” (63).
The people “who were left behind” were, in Antin’s words, “the less robust, the less
venturesome, the men and women of conservative imagination” (63). Antin shifted deftly
between allusions to physical strength and references to imaginative acuity in order to
update the settler virtues to encompass her own case of migration and upward social
mobility. The “sinew and bone” of settlers were matched by the progressive
“imagination” of immigrants. Hard graft, entrepreneurial skills, and imaginative capacity
were yoked together in this co-invocation of the immigrant and the settler.
Having begun by advocating the entitlement of some immigrants to American
opportunity, Antin ended up arguing the blanket superiority of immigrants--as long as
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immigrants were understood to be adopting the lineage of those who had originally
wrested profit from “empty lands” that hitherto “gaped for population” (63). Calling up
the time-worn image of virgin land, Antin focused less on the objective world of
settlement than on the subjective virtues of those who could move and settle. References
to the older model of settlers moving into “empty lands” served to present immigrants as
pioneers rather than needy refugees. Like the settlers, immigrants (as Antin advocated for
them) were recognized by their skills rather than by their needs or rights.
Of course, this meant that, despite her pamphlet’s rhetoric of “human rights,” and
its claims to speak on behalf of “every immigrant who emerges from the steerage,” only
certain immigrants were deemed truly worthy of the Promised Land (7). Antin quickly
moved to contract the universal appeal of her pamphlet’s opening rhetoric. “I do not ask
that we remove all restrictions and let the flood of immigration sweep on unchecked”
(11). The phobic image of an unchecked flood of immigration asserted a distinction
between the huddled masses, perceived as a “PROBLEM,” on the one hand, and the
individually appealing cases of imaginatively sophisticated settler-immigrants on the
other (8).
Antin continued: “I do ask that such restrictions as we impose shall accord with
the loftiest interpretation of our duty as Americans. Now our first duty is to live up to the
gospel of liberty, through the political practices devised by our forefathers” (11).
Contrary to Sollors’ influential formulation of the shift from “descent” to “consent”
(Beyond Ethnicity 101), Antin vociferously claimed obeisance to an American lineage.
This lineage of “liberty” imposed duties on the individual, rather than on the state. Antin
recognized that America’s “liberal tradition” could be used against its own democratic
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principles, by placing the burden of entitlement on the individual, rather than on
membership of the “human family” she elsewhere invoked (7).68
Antin asserted “the gospel of liberty” and the preferential value it accorded to
those who “had rebelled against their conditions” against a backdrop of thinly-veiled
racial threats. She juxtaposed her own reasonable immigrant advocacy against an alarmist
vista of “hostile mass invasions” (12). Where she asserted an anti-racist liberalism, her
catalogue of the world’s peoples was conspicuously incomplete. ““All men” means
yellow men as well as white men, men from the South of Europe as well as men from the
North of Europe, men who hold kingdoms in pawn as well as men who owe for their
dinner” (18). As Antin moved all-too-quickly from a racial taxonomy of color to
differences of European nationality and wealth, she chose to leave out any reference to
those migrants who had long served involuntarily in the service of American liberty.
Even though she presented America’s history as a history of migration, no chattel slaves
or coolie workers were mentioned.
Such an exclusion sat comfortably within the logic of Antin’s case for
immigration, which was based, if not on the theological election of the original settlers, at
least on the migrant subject’s performance of agential election. “Voluntary emigration
always calls for the highest combination of the physical and moral virtues” (64). Having
already split American society between natives and her preferred non-natives, Antin
continued to stipulate that the migrations of non-natives be undertaken voluntarily. This
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perforce denied the privileges and qualities of the immigrant to anyone who had been
moved around by imperial edict or economic ruse: including the ranks of those who were
forced into bondage and unfree labour. It entitled those (European) migrants, who
qualified as inheritors of the settlers’ mantle, to opportunities above the heads of the
victims of American conquest and American racism. By making the voluntary migrant
into her preferred subject, Antin continued the settler logic of welcoming European
transplants into a polity or economic order that excluded the victims of conquest.
In the place of an explicitly racial discourse, They Who Knock at Our Gates
stipulated agential will and self-actualization as qualities required for qualification as
good immigrants to the Promised Land. As a Russian Jew entering an Anglo-American
context in which Jewish difference was increasingly getting explained in terms of race
rather than in nineteenth-century “national” or older, theological terms, Antin was
unlikely to make race the grounds for her categories of selective entitlement to land or its
metropolitan corollary, “opportunity.” Antin’s immigrant advocacy exalted the
immigrant as “a fresh injection of pioneer blood” (64). Yet she refrained from making
racial claims about the quality of that blood, which had become more and more important
in American imperial thinking in the centuries intervening between Antin’s time and the
settler pioneers’. Her work is therefore particularly illuminating insofar as it shows how
settler logics could subsist outside of an expressly racial discourse.
Antin substituted psychological depth for the physiognomical markers of race that
otherwise tend to predominate in the annals of settler colonialism. Without making race
the basis of right, Antin nevertheless believed that certain people, who had undergone
certain experiences and were fitted with the right tendencies, were particularly suited to
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the supposedly universal benefits and superiorities of liberal-capitalist society. The
materially insubstantial nature of Jews’ political belonging, together with the urgency of
their movement and the nature of the political order they desired, qualified the Jews to
take “possession of the New World.”
They Who Knock at Our Gates elucidates the arguments about entitlement that are
only vaguely adumbrated in The Promised Land. The Promised Land, in turn, elaborates
the moral and psychological qualities that entitled immigrant-settlers, by embodying and
exemplifying those qualities in Antin herself. In The Promised Land Antin insisted: “The
doors opened to me because I had a right to be within” (355). This reference to “right”
implies potentially universal, or at least non-tribal application, because it turns on
personal qualities. But Antin’s “right to be within” was always structured by
qualifications and exclusions. Her anatomization of the migrant mind in The Promised
Land served two purposes, which emerge with greater clarity when read in the
retrospective context of her later writing. First, it served to stress the imaginative
superiority of the migrant who had been uprooted and was now resettled in a new world.
Secondly, it tacitly applied qualifications as to who was accorded this non-native
superiority. Just as Antin wrote that “it will not do to lay claim to the land on the grounds
of priority of occupation” (They Who Knock 21), she also implied that there were other
personal and mental grounds on which it was possible--and just—to lay claim to the land.
Antin never implied that America was the Promised Land for the Jews, even as
just one people amongst others. Rather, she was arguing that a certain kind of personality,
for which the Jew supplied the paradigm, was especially suited for a certain kind of
polity--for which America, in turn, served as the model. Moreover, she gave this
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personality, together with the polity into which it fitted, a positive and normative valence.
This meant that societies like America, which incorporated personalities like her image of
the Jewish migrant, could be defended, advocated for, and made into the blueprint for a
nascent global vision. Ironically, this global vision involved Antin doubling down on her
own origins, rather than seeking to provide more categorical or more broadly-applicable
iterations of her ideas about immigrant rights.
Zionism as Globalized Americanism
The Promised Land brought together the celebration of liberal meritocracy with the
praise of America as a settler space and an imperial polity. Antin believed in empire’s
historical necessity and political superiority. She provided an elliptical world history that
mirrored the meliorist teleologies that imperialists like Columbia University’s Franklin
Giddings had borrowed from an earlier generation of revolutionary liberals.69 “Presently
cities were merged into states, states into confederacies, and confederacies into empires”
(They Who Knock 138).
Antin believed that a new kind of empire would not mean one nation imposing
upon another. Nor would it mean the self-destruction of nations through greed. Instead, it
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would involve the beneficent remaking of what nations were and how they defined
themselves and conducted their affairs. This resonated with the exile intellectuals, who
apprized America because it was not a nationality in the nineteenth-century European
sense.70 But Antin added her own sense of the superiority of non-natives to the turn-ofthe-century Jewish argument about the inadequacy of the nation-state.
Antin vindicated and extolled her non-native program by associating it with the
specific personality she outlined and performed in The Promised Land. In the midst of
WWI, a new sense of geopolitical urgency and possibility made Antin politicize and
internationalize her earlier declaration of the immigrant-settler’s gift to the world. From
now on, she wrote early in 1917, as Europe was embroiled by a war increasingly defined
as a conflict over national sovereignty, “the essence of nationality is not polity, but
sentiment. (“A Zionist’s Confession” 157).
This sentence comes from Antin’s article “A Zionist’s Confession of Faith,”
which she wrote for a Feminist-Zionist issue of the Maccabbaean magazine that was
guest edited by the board of Henrietta Szold’s organization Hadassah. A few years
earlier, Antin had shown no interest in political Zionism. Now she was arguing that
Zionism would not only save Jews but could alson rescue the embattled principle and
flagging principle of nationalism itself. If Jews made sense in America by virtue of their
psychic aptitude for life and work in a settler polity, a settler space for Jews themselves
would not only serve Jews, but would provide a way through the seeming impasse of
Great Power conflict.
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Antin’s contribution to February 1917 Maccabbean diverged from the general
gist of the edition. Articles and poems by the likes of Szold and Antin’s friend Jessie
Sampter praised Zionism as a fruitful avenue for self-actualization amongst women who
were stifled in bourgeois America. The possibility of martial and developmental work in
Palestine gave women the opportunity of throwing off gendered oppression in America,
according to Szold and Sampter. Antin, for her part, saw things quite differently. Zionism
for her meant nothing less than the demasculinizing of the nation itself, no longer defined
and protected by a “chain of memories,” but maintained by a “fund of memories” (157).
The fiduciary responsibility for such a fund lay in the hands of people like Antin: writers
by vocation who pledged their talents and their vision to the service of their people.
Antin’s Zionism was the final version of her non-native program for the settling of the
world by voluntary immigrants: the replacement of nations that were little more than
warrior tribes by sophisticated communities that were not just led but were in fact made
by the imaginative work of an enlightened cadre of writers.
The concept of nationality that Antin adumbrated in her Zionist pledge fits into a
political discourse on Jewish nationality of which she was not directly aware. The clash
between cultural and territorial definitions of nationality did not pertain to Zionism as
much as it did to waring visions of Jewish autonomy within the Eastern European
heartlands of “Yiddishland” itself. Simon Dubnow was the principal exponent of
“diaspora nationalism,” which he defined as a spiritual and intellectual community that
would exist alongside and within a reformed Russia (this was his vision of the 1890s).71
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Chaim Zhitlowsky, the revolutionary intellectual who clsed with Cahan when he
accompanied the veteran insurrectionist Catherine Breshkovskaya to New York to raise
funds for the Russian Revolution of 1905, argued that Dubnow’s vision was immaterial
and impossible, a nation had to have a territorial basis in order to generate a distinctive
culture.72 Liberal followers of Dubnow came to see little hope for the kind of civil-rights
regime in Russia that would allow them to promulgate a cultural nationality as
emancipated Jews.73 But socialist followers of the Bund, who wanted a Jewish revolution
imbedded in a broader social revolution, continued to argue about what constituted a
nation for a people as diasporic, as occupationally specific, and as divorced from agrarian
normality as the Jews of Europe and Russia.
Antin’s vision of Jewish nationality was forged in many ways autonomously,
outside of the broader discourse outlined above (although she most likely did discuss it
with American intellectuals such as Jessie Sampter, Louis Lipsky, and Horace Kallen).
Her proposals about Zionism were derived from her experience in America, rather than
her understanding of the situation of Jews in the Central and Eastern European centers of
imperial foment and insurgent nationality. She believed that Jews could make a new kind
of nation in Palestine as a part of her broader belief in the superiority of a non-native
polity. Zionism was not, for Antin, a return or ingathering of a dispersed natio of Jews. It
was a settler project par excellence, which by virtue of its genesis in the twentieth-
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century world, could dispense with unsavoury violence and proceed by the self-evident
virtues of psychic and spiritual superiority alone.
Zionism would not run counter to the settling of Jews in America along the lines
Antin had narrativized in The Promised Land. To the contrary, it would normalize Jewish
settlement in the New World by retroactively furnishing Jews with an old world
homeland of their own. In ‘A Zionist’s Confession” she wrote: “Neither the
assimilationist nor the nationalist among us can ever be at peace until some fragment of
the Jewish people is replanted in national Jewish soil” (158). At the same time, a Jewish
Palestine would escape the fate of the beleaguered or decadently imperial nations of
Europe by virtue of its own settler genesis. Palestine would abet the Jewish migration to
America by anchoring its settler trajectory in an originary “national Jewish soil” and
conversely, the American model would enable the Jewish “nationalist” in Palestine to
avoid the pitfalls of a militaristic, masculinist nationalism (158). Antin came to see
cosmopolitanism and nationalism as necessary counterbalances for one another.
American migrant Jews like herself could cosmopolitanize nationalism at the same time
as they nationalized their own cosmopolitan existence, anchoring its prior precarity in the
safety of a new state.
The Jewish state, Antin argued, would not be recognizable in the light of the
previous iterations of nationality. Instead, it would redemptively transform nationality
itself by being based on cultural work. Antin’s concept of cultural work revolved around
the writer or artist’s transplantation, and her concomitant imaginative capacities. Thus her
argument for Zionism redounded onto the terms of her autobiography, which was apt
because Antin’s politics were rooted in her beliefs about a specific kind of personality.
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The Promised Land conjoined a developmental notion of progressive-era America to a
developmental portrait of the artist as a young migrant. As noted earlier, the book is not
about the settlement of land, but the psychological capacities that enabled Antin to take
“possession of the New World” (The Promised Land 92-3).
Taking possession of land imaginatively translated into a theory of cultural
evolution. In the “Zionist Confession of Faith,” Antin develop her narrative evolutionism
from a social doctrine of immigrant acculturation to a geopolitical credo. “I believe in
natural differentiation along cultural lines as the natural means of conserving and
developing that group genius that is manifested in the normal life of nations as nations,
and is not to be found in the works of unintegrated individuals” (158). Here was a theory
of culture, in which individuals drew from their group inheritance and yielded to that
group a deeper sense of the “group genius.”
As Antin updated the settler paradigm for the twentieth century, she also
retrofitted settlers with an imaginative sophistication, borne of hard experience, that made
them more palatable for her own time. Settlers in a metropolitan time were responsible
for spiritual cultivation rather than agricultural. Throughout The Promised Land, spatial
metaphors only serve to emphasize that Antin was not talking about taking land literally,
but about finding a cultural role in a post-settler polity. When she turned her focus on
Palestine, this imaginative corollary to settling became, in its turn, new grounds for
justifying what was actually a settler project on the ground.

210

Liberatory Settlers
What was important in the ‘Zionist Confession of Faith” was not so much the fact of
transmigration, as the contingent and flexible relationship to “nation” that such
transmigrations produced. From Antin’s migrant perspective, group affiliation and
relation to homeland were artefacts that needed to be formed consciously, rather than
given facts. If humans were to develop from the “undifferentiated primeval ooze,” it was
necessary that they proceed as neither primitive tribes nor as atomized cosmopolitans
(158).
National belonging was not an undisputed natural fact or a simple datum. It was a
preferable arrangement for the growth of the personality and the group. This is why Antin
claimed “Israel is Israel” via the unlikely comparison that “Belgium will be Belgium” so
long as “her people remember her” (158) Belgium frequently serves as an argument for
the artificiality of the European nation state, since its genesis lay in Great Power
compromise rather than an autochthonous national project. Antin was not staking the
legitimacy of the proposed “Israel” on the ancient “national memory” of its people.
Instead, she proposed that such a national memory be used merely because it was an
extant phenomenon, so long as one accepted the Zionist wager that a theological
millenarianism could be solved, without remainder, into a project for political
governance.
This contingent nationalism of Antin’s was not concerned with provenance. It
was oriented instead toward the future. She envisaged a “brotherhood of man” that would
come about “through a free interchange of the fruits resulting from the unhindered
exercise of national impulses.” If these “national impulses” were loose or even dubious
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insofar as they spoke in their name of a diasporic community, so much the better for the
“free interchange” of their “fruits” (158). Antin’s imagined “Israel” would be a good
nation because its nationality would be staggered: many of its people would live outside
the national border.
In one way Antin’s argument in the “Confession of Faith” evinced a remarkable
consistency in relation to her earlier works on American immigrant assimilation. If the
immigrant to America was a new settler, and if the Jewish immigrant was, of all the
steerage masses, the most suited to don the mantle of the pioneers, then multicultural,
metropolitan America could not ultimately be the final resting place for “voluntary
migrant” Jews. For immigrants to America were not settlers in one crucial sense: they
were joining a population and a polity rather than engendering a new polity by displacing
another population. For Antin’s metaphorics from The Promised Land to be fulfilled, the
chosen people of whom she was a particularly chosen spokesperson needed a settler
project of their own. This is why she argued in “A Zionist’s Confession” that those
“welcoming” American-style “assimilation” as the “retarded solution to the Jewish
problem” should join cause with those “laboring to establish a national home for the Jews
(158). The settlement of a future Israel was a proposed fulfilment of America’s promise
to the beleaguered Jews of the Russian empire.
Having taken the settler as the prototype for the immigrant (albeit a prototype that
needed updating), Antin saw settling into a monoethnic state of their own as the
American way for Jews in the future. Her model of a liberal polity that could guarantee
safety for the group in whose behalf she undertook her career as a writer-spokesperson
was America. A settler state, in her view, could avoid the pitfalls of states anchored in
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their citizen’s nativity. She saw the modern settler as a pacific corollary to the militaristic
nation states of history. To Antin, becoming a settler was a progressive ideal.
To make Jews Americans, Antin made them settlers. In order to be settlers, Jews
had to leave America once again and find their own place. Hence the strange twisting
course she forged between American integration and Jewish nationalism. The path to
multiethnic integration in America, ironically enough, was routed through the “national
return” to Jewish roots in a monoethnic Zionist state.
As Antin worked the ideological implications of her immigrant memoir into a
national and then global politics of migration, she both broadened and specified the
vague metaphorics of Jewish election that ran through The Promised Land. On the one
hand, she broadened the Jewish soul--equal parts material immiseration and imaginative
depth--into an updated settler identity for the early twentieth century. On the other hand,
she narrowed the plight of Jewish homelessness till it fit the Zionist project--still nascent
in her moment--for a Jewish national home in Palestine.
Antin’s relatively late-career turn to Zionism put a seemingly natural limit on the
open-ended and contestatory notion of America as Promised Land. In Palestine, unlike in
America, “the aim of Jewish immigrant settlers, like most European emigrants, was to
acquire land for settlement” (Shafir ‘Settler Citizenship’ 42). The centrality of land and
the invocation of pioneer antecedents was no longer figurative or historical, as it had been
in The Promised Land. Antin’s articulation of Zionism in her “Confession” was centered
around the political project’s affordance of “psychological liberation,” and evinced a
concern with “moral self-legitimation,” which according to Gershon Shafir were “almost
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universal” aspects of contemporary Jewish ideologies in the Yishuv (‘Settler Citizenship’
53).
Antin projected the psychological freedom and moral norms she valued in
America onto the Zionist state. She was convinced that immigrant psychology was
liberating and ennobling. Whereas the other contributors to the Maccabbean emphasized
the liberating effects that a new nationality would have on Jews, Antin went one step
further. She argued that Jews’ historical experiences and imaginative cohesion would
have transformative effect on the very construal of nationality itself.
Reaching first back into history with her Promised Land mythos, and then out
beyond America’s borders into the contemporary world, Antin ended up linking
America’s polity to the colonial struggles of her time. While it rings with the rhetorical
certainty of American exceptionalism, Antin’s work actually serves to de-exceptionalize
both the American nation and the Zionist project. She linked America’s settler past and
Palestine’s settler future via the motifs of migration, liberatory individualism, and
entitlement. Patrick Wolfe has argued that Zionism’s “unparalleled” level of “deliberate,
explicit planning” does not make it an anomaly so much as a prime example of the way
settler logics have worked “in the annals of settler colonialism” (205). D.K. Fieldhouse
pointed out the Jewish Colonization Society’s adoption of the “model” of “the various
British chartered companies that had recently taken the initiative in colonizing parts of
Black Africa and the Pacific” (120). Antin furnished the cultural corollary to these
material links between Zionism and other settler projects--and she did so by using the
world’s foremost settler nation, America, as her paradigm. A perhaps unintended effect
of her work was to throw the serenity of urbane Boston into the tumult of early twentieth
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century acquisition and dispossession. Her more direct intention was to resolve one of the
conflict-riddled colonial questions of her time by suggesting that Jewish settlers,
modelled on immigrant Jews in America, would serve the ends of a cosmopolitan
civilizing mission.

Origin Stories
Yet Antin did not focus on that civilizing mission. She was more interested in promoting
its subjective corollary: the engaged, reflective, migrant writer. This is why, unlike her
erstwhile mentor Israel Zangwill, Antin’s advocacy did not extend into clear political
blueprints, but redounded onto her autobiographical interests in the kind of personality
that the transmigrations of her time were producing.
Antin’s view of Zionism as an export of American pluralism was not forged in a
vacuum. Horace Kallen followed his work on American cultural pluralism with a book
on Zionism and World Politics. Kallen’s views on a Jewish Palestine as a Near Eastern
outpost of American pluralism influenced British administrators and intellectuals
thinking about the Palestine Mandate after the Balfour Declaration.74 Kallen was also a
formative influence on Antin, and perhaps the most decisive personal figure in her
conversion to the cause of a Jewish nationality. She wrote to him on 11 August 1916
thanking him for his “inspiration” to attend the “Zionist Convention,” and added, “I
doubt that I should have thought of attending, if it had not been for what you said to me
at Madison” (Selected Letters 81). She also wrote to Kallen for the Jewish New Year on
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29 September 916, wishing him all the best on what “should be a great year for Zionism”
(81).
Kallen expounded on Zionism in geopolitical terms, but his subtitle, A Study in
History and Social Psychology attests to his interest in the mental mechanics
undergirding the possibility of Jewish settlement in Palestine. His “Social Psychology”
was a broad-stroke interpretation of tendencies in imperialism and democracy. In Zionism
and World Politics, Kallen proposed that nations be federated in the same way that an
ethnically, religiously, and nationally diverse populace was federated under the stars and
stripes in the U.S. Of course, the dispersal of such a heterogeneous population unevenly
across the American states made the U.S. a poor analogy at best for the map of the
world’s nation. An empire like Russia, in which different national or religious groupings
correlated to more territorially discrete units, would have served better (and indeed, the
Soviet Union developed its own globally-minded model of “minorities” and “nationality”
in the late 1920s).
Kallen therefore downplayed the impact of American pluralism on his thinking
and insisted on Zionism’s longevity. In Zionism and World Politics Kallen wrote that
“Zionism is simply to-day’s phase of the unyielding effort of the Jewish people to make
good the promise of the Promised Land” (6). Zionism’s proto-ideologies had continued
unabated throughout history, Kallen argued, because Jews were “twice homeless—of
uncertain and ambiguous status in the land of their sojourn, and without any homeland to
which they can refer or in regard to which they can change their status” (71) As a result
of this status, Jews bore the “perverse and psychopathic traits of a persecuted people”
(268). After the defeat of the Ottomans in the war years, there arose a situation in which
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“justice, internationalism, and imperialism were in harmony,” because a “new civilization
of culture and progress” could become “a potent part of the commonwealth of nations”
via tutelage by the British, who recognized the strategic utility of a buffer against Arab
pan-nationalism and German financial imperialism in the Near East (169). Kallen argued
that Zionism’s possibility was a miraculous coincidence, in which the “psychological”
needs of the Jewish people could dovetail with the strategic requirements of the British
empire and the developmental requirements of a Palestine which, in his view, was in a
state of “arrested development” (295). The settlement of Jews in Palestine would convert
the “compensatory fantasy” of religious Zionism into a political fact via its encounter
with “the hard, barren, sordid ethnogeographical reality of Palestine” (274).
For Kallen, settlement under the guiding hand of “imperialism” was a form of
intensely material collective rehabilitation: for the “barren” Palestinian land, for the
beleaguered British empire, and for the psychopathological Jewish diaspora. Unlike
Antin, Kallen believed being away from one’s nativity was a problem, but like her, he
believed that it was a psychological problem that could be solved politically. Kallen’s
Zionism, which was influential on but by no means identical to Antin’s, was built up on
an interpretation of the non-native all his own.
Kallen outlined the loss of one’s native land as a peculiarly American quandary in
his 1915 essay, “Democracy versus the Melting Pot,” an anti-assimilationist screed
directed, in part, against the popular reception of Antin’s The Promised Land.
At his core, no human being, even in a “state of nature,” is a mere mathematical
unit of action like the “economic man.” Behind him in time and tremendously in
him in quality, are his ancestors; around him in space are his relatives and kin;
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carrying in common with him the inherited organic set from a remoter common
ancestry. In all these he lives and moves and has his being. They constitute,
literally, his natio, the inwardness of his nativity, and in Europe every inch of his
non-human environment wears the effects of their action upon it and breathes
their spirit. The America he comes to, besides Europe, is nature inviolate, it does
not guide him with ancestral blazings: externally, he is cut off from his ancestry.
Internally, whatever else he changes, he cannot change his grandfather. (Culture
and Democracy in the United States 86)
Kallen accused assimilationists (and both Zangwill and Antin served him as examples of
this camp) of trying to change their grandparents. He believed this was a popular desire
in America, because ancestral landscapes were lost, with all their externalizations of the
spirit of common ancestry. Yet he also deemed the desire to be futile, as well as
undesirable, because of “the inwardness of . . . nativity.” In America, the frequent
experience of being distant from ancestral landscapes encouraged people to believed that
they embodied the unattached “economic man.” The result of this was a profound
spiritual malaise, because “internally,” everyone was psychologically attuned to an
ancestry that they were otherwise trying to suppress or ignore, and which they could not
find around them “in the non-human environment.”
Kallen’s refrain that one “cannot change his grandfather” might have been
directed at a specific passage at the very end of The Promised Land, in which Antin
trumpeted spiritual refashioning over ancestral belonging:
The endless ages have indeed throbbed through my blood, but a new rhythm
dances in my veins. My spirit is not tied to the monumental past, any more than
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my feet were bound to my grandfather’s house below the hill. The past was only
my cradle, and now it cannot hold me, because I am grown too big; just as the
little house in Polotzk, once my home, has now become a toy of memory, as I
move about at will in the wide spaces of this splendid palace, whose shadow
covers acres. (264)
Antin repurposed her primal scene of migrant memory into a triumphant repudiation of
the past’s “hold” on the individual. Her “grandfather’s house” signals seclusion,
narrowness, and restraint. The “splendid palace” is America, and it is a “wide space”
where she can “move about at will.” The psychic re-coding of her memories is translated
into physical terms. Now her constrained origins can be roved over in the broad spaces of
the Promised Land.
Antin’s “feet” might no longer have felt “bound” to her ancestral home, but “[t]he
endless ages have indeed throbbed through my blood.” Although Kallen drew far more
concrete connections to ancestry than Antin ever did, The Promised Land introduced a
Kallen-like question of origin stories. Antin also raised concerns about how much her
own life story could be disaggregated from either the linear history of her descent or its
horizontal connections with her co-migrants from Russia to the Promised Land. In the
introduction to The Promised Land she laid out the problem of ancestral relation as a
question about genre.
A generation is sometimes a more satisfactory unit for the study of humanity than
a lifetime; and spiritual generations are as easy to demark as physical ones. Now I
am the spiritual offspring of the Past and the Present. My second birth was no less
a birth because there was no distinct incarnation. Surely it has happened before
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that one body served more than one spiritual organization. Nor am I disowning
my father and mother of the flesh, for they were also partners in the generation of
my second self; copartners with my entire line of ancestors. (xi)
Despite studying her own introspections so closely in The Promised Land, Antin
introduced her autobiography as supra-individual. This incipient collectivity was, indeed,
the thing that justified her self-examination. She waived her filial connection to her
parents in favor of a historical parentage, as she proclaimed herself “the spiritual
offspring of the Past and the Present.” Yet she also returned her parents to the pantheon
of her “entire line of ancestors.” Because she had experienced what she described as two
births, she claimed equal links to the past and the present. She did not deny her ancestors.
She combined them with a separate timeline of “spiritual generations” in which her
“father and mother of the flesh” were still “copartners.”
Antin presented the past as something that opened her to new lands, rather than
hemmed her within her old home or determined the path of her life. This was her settler
iteration of the origin story: an ancestral past that had to be left behind in order to be fully
understood and fulfilled. Kallen believed that non-native existence led to a spiritual
malaise. Antin invested the same phenomenon with a spiritual mission, which co-existed
with a sense of especial entitlement. The physically-determining places of the past need
neither be forgotten nor incarcerating. They could be taken, instead, as title to new lands
and new futures. The final sentence of The Promised Land proclaims: “Mine is the whole
majestic past, and mine is the shining future” (364).
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Settler Nightmares
For others, the settler origins of America, and their own part in perpetuating the settler
logic of its polity, could obstruct the future instead of lighting it up. Michael Gold’s 1930
Jews Without Money has been seen as the prime exponent of proletarian literature in
America.75 Critical appraisals by Barbara Foley and Alan Wald have demythologized
Gold’s fabled aura of a Stalinist apparatchik, but have nevertheless insisted on a nearperfect welding of political intent and literary content in his work. 76 Yet Jews Without
Money, Gold’s only novel, also comprises a deep exposition of Gold’s disquiet, as he
wrestled with his own awkward position in relationship to the disparities amongst
workers in the settler metropolis of New York.
Gold could not get the conquest of the Americas out of his mind as he strove to
produce a propagandistic and revolutionary prose work at the dawn of the Popular Front.
Nor could he obviate the distinction between his own origins, as a Jewish child of
migrant parents, and those of his comrades in the American working-class. For Gold, the
intertwinement between his origins and America’s settler past and imperial present
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produced a powerful sense of guilt, which marked his only novel and complicated his
apparently swaggering and confident literary politics.77
Gold viewed America as an empire in a different way from Antin. As a reporter
writing from revolutionary Mexico in the early nineteen twenties, he saw America as an
imperial power exerting its influences and interests abroad. This made him conscious of
contradictions within his own position as a revolutionary whose parents had immigrated
into “the next great world empire” (“Well, What About Mexico?” 28). While Gold was
not an immigrant himself but a native son of New York’s East Side, in articulating his
own relation to the American class-struggle, he meditated on significance of Jewish
immigration into an America that was extending its settler frames of race and
exploitation. At the same time, Gold found the settler roughness, which Antin relegated
to an anachronistic past, deeply alluring in his own way. “Mexico is wild and wooly—but
so is America” (“Well, What About Mexico? 28). Frontier possibilities were alluring to
Gold, but an understanding of imperialism and capitalism that was guided by
communism made him painfully aware that the “wild and wooly” land of America was a
space of dispossession.
Mike Gold’s anti-imperial consciousness was a fusion of Anglo-Marxist discourse
on financial imperialism and Soviet arguments about colonial self-determination. Gold’s
close colleague and friend Joseph Freeman collaborated with Scott Nearing, author of
The American Empire (1921), to produce a book called Dollar Diplomacy (1925), which
outlined America’s hemispheric expansions. The influence of J.A. Hobson and Thorstein
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Veblen is palpable in Freeman’s work, and marked Gold’s early journalism, where he
described America as Mexico’s “larger imperialistic neighbor” (“Sowing the Seeds” 34).
Likewise, Gold invoked the new analysis on financial imperialism when he warned U.S.
workers that “intervention [in the Mexican revolution], being an economic need of
American capitalism, is bound to come” (“Well, What About Mexico? 28).
Later in the nineteen twenties, Gold kept up with Comintern discussions of anticolonial politics via the Daily Worker, a party-controlled newspaper to which he was a
regular contributor. When Americans first engaged in dialogues with Soviets about the
relationship between race and class war, U.S. racism was interpreted in the light of
Russian pogroms against Jews. Gold and Max Eastman, in the first years of the Soviet
Union, looked to the apparent cessation of pogrom violence in Russia as proof positive
that, in a classless society, racial distinctions and chauvinistic mob violence would
become immediately obsolete. Claude McKay repudiated this “sentimental idea that the
deep-rooted prejudices of a people could be eradicated overnight,” finding substantial
vestiges of anti-Semitism in conversation with loyal Bolshevik Russians (191). McKay
pointed to the Soviet government’s militaristic suppression of pogroms as evidence that
racism did not automatically disappear with proletarian hegemony. If pogroms against
Russian Jews served as a proxy situation for white American communists to interpret the
intersection of race and class then, McKay argued, they only showed the intransigence of
racism even through class revolution.
Soon, African American intellectuals in Soviet Russia succeeded in demonstrating
the difference between Russian antisemitism and black subordination in the U.S.,
utilizing the Soviet Union’s evolving theory and policy relating to anti-colonial struggle.
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Otto Hall and Harry Haywood visited the Far Eastern University in 1925 and discussed
American racism with Joseph Stalin through the prism of the latter’s official specialism,
the national question. The Comintern’s Political Secretariat released two resolutions, in
1928 and 1930, that argued for self-determination for black Americans in what was
interpreted as the essentially colonial conditions of the Black Belt.78 The metropolitan
North-East, however, was deemed a multiracial industrial society, a fact that enabled
some Party apostates, like Jay Lovestone, to claim that black Americans in Northern
cities needed to integrate into the white proletariat in order to join the class struggle.79
The Communist interpretation of race in the U.S. class struggle was bifurcated, split
between a colonial paradigm and an industrial one, because it wavered between
interpreting America as nation containing colonial space and as a modern, industrial,
metropolitan society. As Harold Cruse pointed out, the “oppressed nation in the black
belt” thesis split America “into two artificial sections—North and South” (The Crisis
150).
Although Gold ignored McKay’s pleas for greater attention to race politics in 1921,
by the time he wrote Jews Without Money in 1930 it was evident that he viewed America,
along new Party lines, as a space that was colonial as well as industrial-metropolitan.
This contradiction between the multicultural metropolis and the settler colony, as well as
the contradiction between the allure of New World grounds and the horror of their
settlement ran through the pages of Jews Without Money. In Gold’s vision of America, as
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Jack Conroy noted in one of the first reviews of Gold’s 1930 novel, there was no need to
depict “Russian Jews quailing before a pogrom” (“Review” 12). But this toughness was
bought at the cost of implication in settler history. Such was Gold’s version of the
quandary that American belonging spelled for immigrant Jews. The result of his work on
this quandary was an ambivalent fiction of America as a settler empire struggling to
redeem itself through social revolution, but mired in its colonial and settler versions of
redemption.
Gold reframed the narrative of Jewish flight to America to suit his adversarial
class politics. In an unpublished script for a play to be set on Ellis Island in 1906, Gold
put a twist on Russian-Jewish migration that is familiar from Emma Goldman. “Russia
was a prison, but this is a battlefield.” A few lines further on, Gold had the same
character (a revolutionist called Mendel) espouse the quasi-Zangwillian position that
America’s ongoing imperial hybridity enabled Jewish assimilation. “America isn’t a
country yet--it’s an unfinished house—we bring it something—all of us immigrants . . ..
everyone is a builder in America, even the Jews.” (Drama Untitled on Russian-US
Immigration”). Gold never completed this play, and his oeuvre would remain marked by
the unresolved tension between the American Jew as class warrior and the Jewish settlerimmigrant in American empire.
In Gold, the Jewish immigrant stands symbolically both for the settler seeking
redemption in colonial space, and for the racial outsider victimized by the colonizer’s
self-redemptive quest. Antin’s Jewish re-appropriation of American Promised Land
rhetoric helped Gold to figure this contradictory figuration. But where Antin sought to
elevate her immigrant standing into settler privilege by invoking the Promised Land
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typology, Gold tried to integrate his Jewish immigrant provenance into a solidarity with
the marginalized and exploited.
Gold’s echo of Antin’s Promised Land in Jews Without Money was sarcastic.
The Jews had fled from the European pogroms; with prayer, thanksgiving
and solemn faith from a new Egypt into a new Promised Land.
They found awaiting them the sweat shops, the bawdy houses, and
Tammany Hall. (14)
Like Antin, Gold scorned the age-worn religious hopes for redemption among eastern
Europe’s religious Jews. But he also scorned the idea that a liberal capitalist America
could secularize and politicize those hopes. For Gold, integration into America only
meant belonging to a space where everyone was subjugated. Liberation meant access to
the same provisional work places, entertainment spaces, and political structures as the
rest of the New York proletariat. At the end of Jews Without Money, Gold proclaimed
that immersion in the revolutionary class struggle was the best path toward the salvation
that America promised but did not deliver: “O workers’ Revolution, you brought hope to
me, a lonely, suicidal boy. You are the true Messiah” (319). Throughout the novel,
however, specters of America’s settler space ruin even this minimal possibility for
redemption through solidarity.

Global Workers on American Grounds
Surprisingly, given his self-appointed role as the prime exponent and critic of proletarian
literature in America, Gold’s novel dug into his own family’s migrant and non-
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proletarian background. Gold did not suppress his personal history to narrate the drama
of his class. Nor did he use his autobiography to exemplify the plight of working-class
America. Instead, his supposedly militant novel returned again and again to facts of
Jewish migration placed against an American backdrop of racial difference and histories
of displacement. Where Antin psychologized the drama of transmigration to squeeze race
and politics out of the narrative, Gold encountered the American politics of race, and
turned the psychological drama of this encounter, with all its sharp differences poking out
underneath the surface of class solidarity, into the heart of his proletarian novel.
Not that Gold did not wish to press Jews into simple solidarity with the racialized
outcasts of capitalist America. Initially, Jews Without Money presents its Jewish
characters as typical outliers dwelling in the grey areas of an industrial metropolitan
economy: a cast of “housepainters, peddlers, clothing workers, and other Jews struggling
in the promised land” (84). Gold’s father’s European peregrinations (“born near Yassy,
Roumania,” he “wandered along the Danube and through the Balkans,” “lived in the
slums of Constantinople,” and had “smuggled tobacco from Turkey into Roumania” [83])
fit neatly into the slum world that Gold sought to depict in New York. At the same time,
Gold managed to endow Jews with a farflung provenance that made them seem only
more oppressed in metropolitan New York. The Jews in Jews Without Money are
presented as exotic and non-European. The Ghetto’s prayer-houses are filled “with
strange Oriental melodies” (189), Adopting this position amongst the multiracial New
York working class (a disorganized and underemployed proletariat), Gold proudly
enumerated the jostling mixture of Lower East Side inhabitants in a catalogue that begins
to disclose his uneasy relationship with racial taxonomies. “Negroes, Chinese, Gypsies,
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Turks, Germans, Irish, Jews—and there was even an American on our street” (182).”
Jews’ economic precarity, strangeness to the city, and rural background allowed Gold to
invoke their solidarity with other displaced people reborn as workers in New York. As
Michael Denning notes, the industrial proletariat in New York was largely comprised of
“migrants from the Black Belt South and the Slavic and Mediterranean East” (240).”
Denning describes Gold as a practitioner of “Ghetto pastoral,” a “hybrid” genre that
sentimentalized working-class urban youth in a way that was tuned to reformers’ ears,
but also gave literary form to the displacement of the rural poor into the industrial
metropolis (240).
But Gold’s racial politics were too fraught to admit of this blithe assertion of
solidarity across origins. His antagonistic spell as temporary co-editor of the Liberator
with McKay ended up with the Jamaican poet leaving the post in protest at Gold’s
intransigence on issues of racial representation in the journal’s pages. Harold Cruse
impugned Gold as the first in a long line of white Jewish communists who sought to
establish “brazenly attempted to establish scholarly and theoretical dominance over
Negro studies” (163). Gold’s 1927 play, Hoboken Blues, was a futurist “fantasia,” loosely
based on Rip Van Winkle, about an unemployed black worker waking up in a communist
future. Hoboken Blues used stereotyped African American speech to present a racial
satire on progress in the U.S. When the play was performed in 1928 by a white cast in
blackface, against Gold’s explicit instructions that only black actors perform it, this
casting served to undermine its racist elements.80 Such racism persisted in spite, or
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because of Gold’s attempt at what Michael Paul Rogin, Lori Harrison-Kahan, and
Jennifer Glaser have variously theorized as a Jewish ventriloquism of black subjectivities
and experiences.81
Rogin remarked that Jewish cultural workers assimilated into the American
cultural mainstream by putting on and taking off blackface. He pursued this line of
analysis from immigrant writers like Abraham Cahan, through the Hollywood careers of
Al Johnson and Eddie Cantor, and into the Civil Rights movement. Rogin’s theory is that
the subjugation and performance of black workers was as pivotal to American film as the
sentimentalized encounter with the indigenous American was central to the formation of
a national tradition in American literature (Blackface 14). In Gold’s novel, flush with
references to film and popular culture, the two histories—of a pastoralized “vanishing
Indian” and an instrumentalized minstrelsy—come together. Gold’s ostensibly confident,
swaggering proletarian literary style could not disguise his discomfort about what kind of
proletarian identity—and what kind of vision of revolutionary development—could be
imagined on the settler soil of the United States.
Gold’s failed attempts to articulate solidarity with African American workers—In
his disastrous collaboration with McKay, or in his use of a violently anti-black slur as one
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of his Jewish character’s nicknames in Jews Without Money—revealed the limits of the
hope that he could, as a Jewish immigrant son, speak on behalf of the American masses.
A spirited defense of Gold’s racial politics is made by William Maxwell (“The
Proletarian” 101-2) and by Alan Wald, who cites Shirley Graham Du Bois’s mention of
Gold as an ally in her “battle against racism” (Exiles From the Future 40). My point here
is not to attack Gold’s racism, though it certainly was a constant and problematic element
of his work. Rather, I wish to show how his confusion between stereotyping,
ventriloquising, and claiming solidarity symptomatize his confusion about America’s
mixed status as a colonial and metropolitan society. As Antin did, but without her
sanguine confidence, Gold found settler histories pooling up wherever he pressed down
on the ostensibly metropolitan grounds of the North-East American city.
A ghoulish scene of children at play reveals Gold’s concerns with America’s
settler past and still-colonial status, which complicated the promulgation of a simple
revolutionary vision in Jews Without Money. The children’s eagerness to rip up
America’s dead is connected to their enthusiastic uptake of violent American games of
raiding “the camp of the Indians” (191).
The backyard was a curious spot. It had once been a graveyard. Some of the old
American headstones had been used to pave our Jewish yard. The inscriptions
were dated a hundred years ago. But we had read them all, we were tired of
weaving romances around these ruins of America.
Once we had torn up a white gravestone. What an adventure. We snatched
like ghouls with our hands deep into the earth until we found moldy dirty human
bones. (64)
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There is a sense of pre-history as well as history in this passage. The backyard “had once
been a graveyard.” A space already consecrated to the anachronistic (to the lives of a past
time) has been made even more anachronistic by being deconsecrated. Not only is this an
American graveyard, it is an ex-graveyard which has now become a space of play, a
space for “weaving romances around these ruins of America.” Gold’s invocation of
American ruins is strikingly at odds with the colonial image-repertoire of virgin land. The
Promised Land was only lucrative and redemptive to the extent that it was built up on the
ruins of an earlier place. American “opportunity,” to invoke Antin’s latter-day settler
term, was predicated on spoliation and destruction. Gold’s prose insists on
acknowledging even the poor migrant’s belated role in this conquest: “the old American
headstones had been used to pave our Jewish yard.”
The settler history Gold brought to his American proletarian novel is manifested
in these verbal constructions. There is a sense of casually macabre expropriation in the
use of“old American headstones” to “pave our Jewish yard.” Like bones, a “white
gravestone” peeps out of the ground, and the children sink their hands “deep into the
earth” to excavate it further. American grounds, in Gold’s writing, were deep and filled
with “ruins” and remains. This was a problem for the first-generation revolutionist with
an anti-imperial consciousness.
Like Antin, Gold connected Jewish migration to the settling of the Americas. For
him, this connection was an eradicable stain rather than a badge of honour. But it was
also a fact of history that had to be marked when writing political literature, as Jews
Without Money aspired to be, on American grounds. “The Red Indians once inhabited the
East Side; then came the Dutch, the English, the Irish, then the Germans, Italians, and
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Jews. Each group left its deposits, as in geology” (184).” Gold’s geological description of
Manhattan furnishes a specific representation of early colonization and subsequent
immigration. It does not indulge either the colonial ruse of the tabula rasa, or the latterday optimism of an immigrant paradise. This historical procession of groups on
Manhattan island is a synecdoche for continental successions of indigenous Americans,
settlers, and immigrants.
Gold was so much less comfortable with the immigrant-settler equation than
Antin was because his literary output was organized around a political identity that was,
in its turn, organized around the axis of economic exploitation. Any historical continuity
between his immigrant parents and the settlers of America placed Gold’s origin on the
side of the oppressor. Gold’s Jewish identity did not de-Americanized him: it placed him
on American grounds via association with the agents of capitalist exploitation. Not the
Jews whose antisemitic association with capital his title ironized, but the settlers whose
idioms and ideologies percolated down to him through games and texts, proved the
spoilers of Gold’s revolutionary identity. Through Gold’s radical politics, the immigrantsettler dissolved into two distinct categories in relation to power and profit. And yet Gold
continued to use his Jewishness, awkwardly and ambiguously, to suture together these
two opposing figures of global migration and work: the settler, who moves to
accumulate, and the immigrant, who follows flows of accumulation in order to survive.

Settler and Revolutionary Fantasies
Gold’s awareness of America as both a settler space and a newly imperial policy
impacted his use of Soviet aesthetics. The anti-naturalist and futurist directives that so
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appealed to Jewish Soviet artists like those at the UNOVIS academy in Belarus worked
differently in a space where urban development and industrialization were part and parcel
of colonization. Gold also highly apprized the American-inspired technological
utopianism of Vladimir Mayakovsky, whom he met when the Soviet poet visited New
York in 1925. But he could not celebrate the death of the green world, as El Lissitsky did,
nor could he indulge engineering dreams of Mayakovsky or Vladimir Taitlin, without
reflecting on an already technologized capitalist society in the U.S. In Jews Without
Money, futuristic cityscapes are both libidinally exciting and demonic, and they point to
embedded histories as well as ethereal futures.
New York is a devil’s dream, the most urbanized city in the world. It is all
geometry angles and stone. It is mythical, a city buried by a volcano. No grass is
found in this petrified city, no big living trees, no flowers, no bird but the drab
little lecherous sparrow, no soil, loam, earth. (40)
Invoking the lost cities of bygone civilizations, Gold’s sensationalized description of
New York alludes to Ancient Rome’s Pompeii “buried by a volcano” and to “devil’s
dream” New World fantasies of hidden cities filled with lucre. Meanwhile, the “geometry
angles” recall the Bolshevik utopias like Vladimir Tatlin’s tower, which, as Steven Lee
has shown, exercised especial fascination for the American avant-garde left.82 Viewed
from John Roebling’s stone and cable Brooklyn Bridge, beloved of Walt Whitman and
Hart Crane (writers who were in turn beloved by Gold), Manhattan’s “incredible sweep”
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is charged with desire. But that charge was laced with violence: “Mammoth skyscrapers
cut into the sky like a saw” (271).
Images that invoke the futurist fantasies of early Soviet artist-engineers become
ambivalent on American soil—the soil that has lost ground to the voracious city that “cut
into the sky” and swallows up the green, living world that the UNOVIS artists loathed.
Gold’s attachment to America was based on part on its “wild and wooly” appeal that he
invoked from the other side of the Rio Grande. An anti-imperialist American stance
clashed with Bolshevik fantasies, at the very beginning of the drives toward
industrialization and planning that marked the Stalin Revolution in the USSR. Such
revolutionary fantasies of centralized development blurred ambiguously, on American
land, with settler-colonial facts of capitalist development.
Gold localized the drama of America’s development, making it pertinent to the
long-“urbanized” space of the Lower East Side. The “petrified city” of New York is
loathed by the immigrant children in Jews Without Money, who crave open space. “On
our East Side, suffocated with miles of tenements, an open space was a fairy-tale gift to
children” (45). Such “open space” as there is turns out to be little more than an aperture
briefly opening between the haphazard tenement construction of the late nineteenthcentury and the municipally-planned infrastructure projects of the early 1900s. “The
Schiff Parkway was an opponent we could not defeat. It robbed us of our playground at
last” (48).
The privately-sponsored but municipally-funded roadway was a loaded “opponent.”
Jacob Schiff was a German-Jewish financier who funded the Galveston Scheme of
Jewish immigration into the American South that Israel Zangwill’s ITO supported and
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sought to organize. In Gold’s novel, the migrant children who were “robbed” by its
construction are materially deprived as well as imaginatively stifled by infrastructure
schemes in relation to which their demographic existence was highly ambiguous. An
incoming workforce to the American economy, they were both potential victims and
potential beneficiaries (especially given the immigrant social mobility Gold charts in his
novel) of capitalist development. Gold’s children’s games are fraught because they
straddle either side of the settler line that their creator sought to navigate given the
impossibility of importing a simplistic class analysis into turn-of-the-century America.
Gold’s protagonist in Jews Without Money “needed a messiah who looked like
Buffalo Bill, and could annihilate our enemies” (190). This reference to the
spectacularized drama of the frontier west as a migrant child’s model demonstrates the
intractability of the settler optic for a vernacular imagination of an American class
warrior. To this image of “regeneration through [settler] violence,” Gold added Jewish
Messianism.83 Converting from Judaism to Americanness meant accepting the colonial
secularization of Jewish messianism into a settler mandate.
Gold’s problem was that American and class-based equivalent to the Jewish
religious messiah was a race warrior, on the settler side, as well as a class warrior. As
Yuri Slezkhine wrote of Jewish communists in Russia, the conversion to an apparently
universal creed of economic class carried with it cultural, national elements too (The
Jewish Century 129). In addition to class-belonging, Jews in America in took the settler
nationalism which they found there, even if they also attempted, as Rogin noted, to
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appropriate and purloin the pseudo-Herderian volk culture of the African American
(Blackface 48-9).

The Psychic Drama of the Jewish Revolutionary
Jews Without Money is a book about the imaginative drama of an immigrant child
becoming a class warrior. Reaching out for the American idiom of a global revolutionary
identity, Gold found the vernacular fantasies of settler and frontier culture. His novel
invoked the chaotic anxieties, combining settler belonging and anti-colonial fervour, that
accompanied the conversion to revolutionary belonging on American grounds. At the
novel’s end, Gold enumerated the various choices available to his character/avatar before
the climactic embrace of revolutionary Marxism.
At times I seriously thought of cutting my throat. At other times I dreamed of
running away to the far west. Sex began to torture me. I developed a crazy
religious streak. I prayed on the tenement roof who would redeem the world.
(319)
Gold invoked the alternative options that presented themselves to the immigrant child—
or more specifically, given the gendered nature of his work, the immigrant son. Freudian
introspection and sexual experimentation were frequent targets of New York leftists, who
rubbed shoulders with the Bohemian crowd and resented their mutuality of drinking spots
and, often, backgrounds. The other introspective return to origins Gold invoked and
dismissed was a Bohemian Jewish spirituality which often came hand-in-hand with
Zionism.
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Here were two alternate routes to the “messiah” Gold both desired and mocked
himself for desiring. First, there was the Freudo-therapeutic model of return to the
authentic self, which Yuri Slezkine presents as the American iteration of the “Three
Promised Lands” of the twentieth century.84 The second route was Zionism, which was
often conflated with an authentic being for Jews that would cure them of their diasporic
neuroses. (The third of Slezkine’s Three Promised Lands was Bolshevik Russia, the
destination and hope which Gold himself apprized).85 The other route that Gold
suggested was via the “far west,” a locale that tethered personal redemption to the
territorial expansion of an American continent that was already fully settled and
incorporated. The effect of Gold’s list was to render each of these alternatives as a
possibility for immigrant fulfilment. Having been “nothing, bound for nowhere” (316),
Gold’s quasi-autobiographical protagonist pledged himself to a “world movement [that]
had been born to abolish poverty” (319). In spite of all that Gold did to Americanize the
Soviet proletcult, and write a piece of communist literature for the U.S., only
internationalism appealed to him as an uncompromised form of salvation. Flight from
America, not flight to America, was the cure for the homeless Jew, whose malaise even
the adamantly revolutionary Gold chose to portray in psychic terms.
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A more concertedly introspective novel of Jewish immigration by a very different
writer, published two years before Jews Without Money, brought together the “torture” of
sex, the dread of “suicide,” and the “crazy religious streak” that guard the way to the one
true faith of the “workers’ revolution” at the end of Gold’s novel. Gold was one of the
first to review Ludwig Lewisohn’s Island Within, a novel about a secular Jewish
psychoanalyst who discovers that a return to Judaism is the cure for his sexual crises,
personal despondency, and sense of being ill-at-ease in America.
Lewisohn’s novel is the best piece of writing he has done. It is a smooth and
masterly narrative. But the last dozen chapters ruin his case, for they offer the
modern Jew an escape backward into a medieval obscurantism and
superstition…. Let the world remain the tragic fatherland of the Jew. It is not
a mean fatherland to claim. (Gold “On Being a Jew” 22)
Gold’s call to “Let the world remain the tragic fatherland of the Jew” invoked the
concerns with terrain and territory which pervade Lewisohn’s Island Within just as they
do The Promised Land. For Lewisohn, as for Antin, the relationship to land and space is
the prime psychological fact that defines the Jewish transplant. Lewisohn, unlike Antin,
found America to be a dispiriting (if initially exciting) landscape that offered no berth for
him or his kin. Where Gold was concerned that the Jews were too much the settlers that
Antin wished them to be, Lewisohn believed that Jews could never get over what Kallen
described as the ineradicable rift between a migrant child and the ancestral homeland. In
Lewisohn’s Island Within, the American land reflected back to the Jewish son’s gaze his
own self-alienation:
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The sun was already dipping toward the Palisades. Here and there rose a curling
smokestack of a tug. In the distance appeared the dead whiteness of the Soldiers’
and Sailors’ Monument. Arthur gazed down at the river, which was free of ice,
and watched the slow, great rolling onward of its voluminous flood. He
experienced a deep dispiritedness. He was poised here, not placed. This sky, this
river, these trees, this monument in the distance, the boom and roar of life that
came to him faintly from far away--all these things that he loved and with which
he lived were in some fashion divided from his soul. (108)
Arthur’s sense of being “poised here, not placed” resonates with Gold’s work as well as
Antin’s fiction and Kallen’s analysis. It is a formulation of being on non-native grounds
that suggests a variety of remedies. Ironically, Lewisohn, the most psychoanalytical of
the writers studied in this entire dissertation, held out the most material solution to the
problem, though his territorial solution is deeply spiritual, too. Lewisohn’s character
simply returns to the ancestral lands of Lithuania and immerses himself in in religious
study. Such a hedging with regard to ideas of Jewish return was only possible for a brief
expanse of years.
Lewisohn’s character looks at the American landscape and feels “divided from
himself.” Arthur feels improper on American grounds. His personal crisis could only be
fulfilled by rejecting the adoptive state where he was “poised,” and retrieving Jewish
belonging on European grounds. Mary Antin had insisted that her Jewish personality
could only be realized by adopting America, explaining her entitlement to new world
space, and examining her origin, ultimately to transcend it in favor of spiritual work at
Gould Farm. In a 11 March 1925 letter to Kallen, she wrote that “the burden has been
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laid on me, if I am not mistaken, to interpret the Goulds to the world” (Selected Letters
102). These “psychotherapists” had lifted Antin “out of the pit” (102). It was, as Slezkine
argued, the science of Freudianism, practiced by “upwardly mobile Jewish
professionals,” that gave “State Liberalism” the “first principles” which it could not
furnish for itself (The Jewish Century 318-19).
Michael Gold, furiously opposed to State Liberalism on the basis of its ongoing
inequalities, repudiated both Antin’s therapeutic iteration of the Promised Land and
Lewisohn’s flight to what Gold saw as “medieval obscurantism and superstition.” Yet
still, he could not re-forge his identity, Zangwill-style—even in the hotter crucible of a
revolutionary assimilationism. Jewish origins did not beckon to Gold as an ineradicable
fact about his psyche or his soul. But they did confront him with the material
discrepancies between those who moved across the world in the imperial and
revolutionary tumult of his time. In an undated typescript in Gold’s papers at the
University of Michigan, in a draft of a poem called “O Jewish Soul,” replete with struckthrough sections and pencilled emendations, Gold’s attempt to make his Jewish origin
express both a revolutionary future and a history in empire can be seen at work.
Old burning soul of the Jew
Forever tortured in the old and new gentile inquisition
Yet persisting through death against the forbidden pork
worship
Trodden forever yet a hero in resistance
Heroic old Jew wake up it is the twentieth century
and I am your legitimate American son Michael the Red

240

and the image

The pencilled words, here indicated by italics, show Gold working through his lineage
and attempting to invoke the “Heroic old Jew” and stake a “legitimate” claim to be that
hero’s descendant as “Michael the Red.” The super-struck words, “gentile,” “forbidden,”
and “American,” are all indicators of tribal exclusion and American belonging. Gold was
not fighting for the Jewish religion, but invoking Jewish resistance to “inquisition” and
prophetic fury against “image worship” for anti-capitalism. He was trying to forge, from
Jewish descent, a universalist lineage. Such a paradox was his iteration of the possibility,
as well as the quandary, of being a non-native (and revolutionary) writer. “Trodden
forever yet a hero in resistance” is a line that presents Gold’s own body, born of migrants
and bequeathed to the world, as the grounds for a new political future.
Like all the writers studied in this dissertation, Gold wanted to face his origins
only to leave them behind, to transform himself into the basis for a future that would be,
whatever its politics, non-national. In his never-published poem, Gold substituted
geographical markers for political programs, crossing out the latter and keeping the
words for national markers, associated with global revolutions, and listed in furiously
agrammatic succession. “And he will be a socialist >collective Russian Chinese Jewish
Messiah.” Here Gold returned to his own disavowed longing for Jewish messianism, but
imbued that longing with the same internationalism, the same requirement that “the
world” serve as the Jews’ “tragic homeland,” with which he rebuked Ludwig Lewisohn.
The hope for a global revolution in which “even Jews” would serve as
revolutionary heroes was precisely the political desire which Gold could not allow
himself in Jews Without Money. The non-native revolutionary had to face the grounds of
their non-nativity: what allowed them to move across borders and to integrate into settler
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polities. Against the backdrop of fascist Europe, and with a new global politics of white
settlement in the twentieth century, the choice seemed stark: either remain “Trodden
forever” or fulfil one’s desires to be the “hero,” in age-old settler style, by moving to new
pastures of appropriated land.
If, in the careers examined in this chapter, America’s promise was re-deployed
elsewhere, these redeployments signalled that America’s place in world history
betokened one people’s liberation at another people’s expense. In the postwar period, the
calamities of Zionism would wring the conscience of Jewish American writers. Jewish
critics and intellectuals in New York would attempt to decosmopolitanize American
literature and become native sons by sacrificing their origins on the altar of a nation’s
cultural heritage; and the figure of the imperilled Jew in the Soviet Union would serve to
promote Liberalism as the world’s only viable political culture. Before that moment, and
before the Holocaust’s consolidation of the various meanings of Jewish danger and flight,
a string of writers examined what it meant for a “homeless” people to move into and onto
a depopulated continent. Where they could not adequately depict the endless
discrepancies that made Jews in America unlike other histories of migration,
displacement, diaspora and settlement, they produced a readily-identifiable literary
formula out of that representational morass. The disquiet of the Jewish writer’s
relationship to the world politics of their origin and future became a specific strain of
U.S. narrative. It has been the intention of this dissertation to show the material
conditions and geopolitics of this narrative tradition, which has threatened to become an
ethnically-determined and vaguely-considered echo chamber in the history between these
writers’ times and ours.
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CONCLUSION
Non-Native Grounds has sought to connect two nominally separate histories of migratory
movement in order to do justice to the complexities of the literary texts that form its
archive. On the one hand, its authors belong to the history of immigrant America as
economic migrant intellectuals. On the other hand, they also anticipated and overlapped
with the refugee crises and displacement politics that would become so central to midtwentieth-century geopolitics. They reveal that immigration and its literatures have
always been part of a wider context of empire, although in the American case, they have
been domesticated as part of a national narrative. I have not foregrounded empire in order
to condemn Jewish-American immigrant writers as imperial shills, but to demonstrate
that imperial power-politics, rather than national welcome, undergirded their itineracies
and formed the literature into which they distilled collective experiences of movement.
A political historical of Jewish migration that has largely centered on Europe and
the Middle East can inform and disturb our understanding of U.S. imperialism—meaning
both the punctual turn-of-the-century annexations following the Spanish-American War
and longer structures and histories of appropriation and domination in America. Recently,
more scrutiny has been brought to bear on the ideologically sanguine story of European
migrants arriving in the new world. Just as Lyndsay Stonebridge has examined midcentury writers’ awareness that the settlement of Palestine involved solving one refugee
problem but creating another, Tara Zahra’s work on Eastern European emigrants to
America at the turn of the twentieth century has shown the links between emigrant
opportunity and later fascist projects of national consolidation. One generation’s
experience of the possibilities of ex-migration blurred into the next generation’s
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experience of being forced out of their native lands. As Mark Mazower points out in his
conjoined history of the United Nations and the twilight of empire, ethnic homogeneity—
actively counteracting the apparent “dangers” of mixed populations—became the
normative principle under which population transfers and emigration schemes were
carried out even in the post-WWII period. This was a far cry from Israel Zangwill’s
dream of motley empire.
Tara Zahra’s work is particularly useful in its conjunction of late-nineteenthcentury migration and mid-twentieth-century expulsion. It also demonstrates that the
history of Jewish flight has been structured by the polarities of imperialism. Jews have
moved round the world either to take advantage of empire’s new spaces, or as deportees
within the demographic administration of the racial constituencies of imperial states.
Eastern Europe’s Jews were the most tragic victims of a growing conviction that
emigration could solve the perceived “problem” of national, linguistic, and
religious diversity. Well before the Nazi conquest of the East, a broad consensus
had developed—among Western diplomats, Zionists, humanitarian organizations,
and East European officials, as well as ordinary Jews desperate for a better life—
that the “solution” to the so-called “Jewish problem” would entail the mass
migration of Jews from Eastern Europe . . . While “encouraging” emigration
became a soft form of deportation for many East European anti-Semites, it was a
last hope for many Jews and the humanitarian organizations that tried to save
them during the Second World War. But the fantasy that Jews could be relocated
en masse to a faraway colonial reservation—like Madagascar, Angola, or
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Guiana—emerged from a long-standing view of mass emigration as a solution to
demographic and social “problems.” (18)
Zahra shows that the “view of mass emigration as a solution” to “problems” like the
Jewish one spanned liberal and fascist politics and extended from the late nineteenth
century to the mid twentieth. This dissertation has revealed some of the ways in which
writers, approvingly or otherwise, noticed that empire was the realm of possibility in
which the “Jewish Question” seemed like it might be resolved.
The relationship between Jewish flight and the world of empire is a generative
topic for historians, and a relevant one in the light of today’s refugee tectonics and the
nationalist politics that have once again risen with brutal arguments for managing them.
But what does it have to do with literary studies, and with the culture of U.S.
imperialism? The answer to that question lies in the textual excerpts that form the
backbone of this study. Jewish writers, recording their own lives and movements,
produced a sustained and coherent discourse on what moving to America meant at a time
of expanding American hegemony. Their ambivalences about American power, and their
formal oscillation between personal recollection and structural analyses, shaped a genre
of biographical or pseudo-biographical writing that reflected on the fact that American
grounds were shifting under their feet. The lives these writers turned into literature did
not just encompass migration. They involved an encounter with new types of relationship
to nation and world. Accordingly, these writers help us, in the early-twenty-first century,
to form an idea of the literature that was produced at a moment in which U.S.
imperialism quickly overtook itself and developed into a new kind of world-dominance.
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Adam Tooze describes the creation of a new, American-led world order at the
end of WWI.
In their struggle to defeat Germany, the Entente had entered into an
unprecedented period of dependence on the United States. This new asymmetrical
financial geography signalled the end to the great-power competition that had the
defined the age of imperialism. It did so in a double sense. On the one hand, the
Entente’s transatlantic war effort defeated Germany. But at the same time it raised
the US to a position of unprecedented dominance, not over its Caribbean satrapies
or the Philippines, but over Britain, France, and Italy, the great powers of Europe.
(211)
Tooze outlines American hegemony post-1918 as a doubly new phenomenon: a kind of
meta-imperialism that trumped great power competition, and as a financial form of global
domination different from the maritime trade empires of the late nineteenth century. His
outline helps clarify the staggered relationship between the imperial literary discourse of
the Jewish writers examined in this dissertation, and the more familiar sites and texts of
U.S. imperialism.
When Jewish writers thought of America as an empire, they were not necessarily
referring to Latin American, Caribbean, or Pacific sites of annexation. Nor were they
necessarily alluding to the internal colonization of the continental United States. They did
not always write about the territory of imperial expansion, but they were consistently
concerned with the idea of territoriality itself. In America, these migrant writers found,
territoriality was a problem. They turned this problem into a question of and for literary
representation.
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The theme of non-native grounds was, at its heart, a question about what it meant
to be an American or an American writer. Alexander Berkman and Emma Goldman’s
pamphlet Deportation: Its Meaning and Menace was addressed to an American
readership and invoked an American tradition of liberty, but it also turned, rhetorically at
least, to the workers of the world whose labor powered the U.S. economy. Emma
Lazarus’s sonnet “The New Colossus” addressed itself to Americans only directly:
American readers were invited to overhear the Statue of Liberty’s imagined speech to the
rest of the world. Michael Gold’s novel Jews Without Money could not offer a literary
story broad enough to encompass the U.S. proletariat, so it depicted a community of
migrant Jews from Europe instead, and in place of an American populace presented
America’s grounds, laden with histories of dispossession and violence. The ambiguous
geographies and constituencies of these texts were precisely what allowed Jews to
“become” American writers because, unlike other national canons, American literary
articulation did not rest on an organic tie between writer, people, and land.
This un-rootedness can be considered a cosmopolitan virtue of American letters.
But it is also the literary product of a settler society. Where Jewish writers reflected on
their particular histories of displacement and transplantation, they also recognized that
their doing so meant they were already writing American literature, which has always
been a tradition of settler self-examination. At the same time, they understood they were
entering America at a moment of radical change, when the land grabs that had made the
American continent would be relegated to the far peripheries of the U.S. imperium, and
financial dependency rather than invasion characterized the country’s world-wide
influence. From Zangwill to Antin, Jewish writers wrote about the continuities and
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discontinuities between settlement of the continent, imperial annexation, and the postWWI marriage of finance and diplomacy that constituted American hegemony. If
territoriality was the problem that these non-native authors deemed most characteristic of
American writing, then the demise of territoriality as the basis of American empire was
the historical shift that caused them to write about America’s ambiguous grounds.
The conjunction of imperial expansion and immigration at the heart of this
dissertation gives a bidirectional model to think about American geographies. On the one
hand, continuities between European settlers and European immigrants sustained a
centuries-old process of demographic inflow across the Atlantic and onto the North
American continent. On the other hand, entering imperial America meant reckoning with
an outflow of capital, arms, policy, and military personnel. After the WWI period, this
outflow became more palpable but also even more ambiguous because of the oftenabstract nature of American exports. The writers in this study reveal settler culture as a
defining aspect of seemingly-metropolitan and modern American literature, but they also
point to an attenuation of territoriality as the basis of American empire. Non-native
grounds, that is to say, became shaky during the period in which these writers explored
their history.
U.S. imperialism is not, then, the object of analysis in this project. Rather, it is the
project’s background. What requires analysis—and further treatment than this
dissertation can provide—is how the high moment of American imperialism raised
political questions that were also formal problems about American literature itself. Not
only was there the question: who qualified to be an American writer? There was another
interrelated question: what, and where, did one have to write about to produce American
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literature? Imperialism both continued America’s history of expansion and marked a
reversal in the understanding of the U.S. as a polity. The friction of this contradictory
movement created an ideological rupture. That rupture is the shared ground of these
writers. Imperialism caused an identity crisis for America, which both enabled writers
like these itinerant Jews to become American (writers), and became the principle topic of
what they wrote.
American imperialism was considered a scandal in the late nineteenth century.
This idea of imperialism as an exception in America’s political history has lingered. In
the 1960s, new left historians like William Appleman Williams pointed back to empire as
the underside of the republic in order to account for the catastrophic effect that conflicts
like the Vietnam War had on Americans’ understandings of their country’s place in the
world. More recently, Amy Kaplan’s Anarchy in the Making of U.S. Culture revealed the
imperial itineraries of classic American authors such as Mark Twain and W.E.B. Du Bois
in order to dismantle the still-pervasive idea that America’s imperialism was an
exceptional flurry and a negligible aspect of the polity’s culture. Even in 2019, books like
Daniel Immerwahr’s How To Hide an Empire reveal empire as something that remains
concealed. Immerwahr announces that it is his project to get “the Greater United States in
view” (12). His book’s “main contribution,” he explains, “is not archival” but rather
“perspectival, seeing a familiar history differently” (16). For the writers in this study, on
the other hand, American imperialism was not a surprise, it was not a novelty, and it was
not an anomaly. It was the simple, material condition on which both American power and
American liberty rested. Because these writers were so unfazed by American empire,
their writings about it have not even been noticed.
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Jewish writers dealt with the facts of American imperialism unabashedly, but
their responses to its significance were more varied and more conflicted. Lazarus and
Zangwill sketched something like a cosmopolitan historical cycle, in which Europe made
America and would come to be remade, in its turn, by American ideas and influences.
Berkman and Goldman believed that America and Europe were meeting in an
increasingly consolidated regime of accumulation in which states would become
increasingly absolutist and intolerant. Antin thought that America, as a colony-cumempire, would herald a new era in which countries were no longer populated or governed
by those native to them. Gold believed that a coming revolution would bring together the
disparate masses of the American empire in solidarity with the rest of the world, but he
also intimated that such a reckoning, amongst a heterogenous proletariat, would not be
simple or bloodless.
Across this variety of stances on the world-politics of U.S. empire, there is a
common thread. Imperialism meant that workers, capital, and governments were all
increasingly on the move. What had seemed like givens in terms of who represented
whom, who stood next to whom, and who governed whom, were getting scrambled.
Migration might not necessarily unmake nationality—as we have seen from Mazower
and Zahra, refugee demography and population politics in the mid-twentieth-century did
the exact opposite of that, bringing states and “national” groups increasingly into line,
often with the help of force. But it did seem at a certain time that migration had to
denaturalize the seemingly organic groupings that made up the national stripes in which
literary cultures, and their attendant politics, were received. The age-old awkwardness of
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the Jewish writer apropos a national culture (as tracked by Cahan’s The White Terror and
the Red) suddenly seemed less a Jewish problem, and more a sign of the times.
If a deracinated populace and a floating sovereignty seemed less particularly
Jewish at the turn of the century, they signified a political problem which still seemed
especially salient to the U.S. More precisely, these issues, and the way they were taken
up by Jewish writers, point in two directions at once vis-à-vis America. They join up to a
long history of settler letters in American space, and they point forward to questions of
territory and population which would be promulgated, by American administrators and
politicians, in other sites of the globe in the twentieth century: the post-WWII
reconstruction of Europe and the administration of its former colonies; the politics of
refugee and dissident writers from the Soviet Union, and the conflict that arose after the
foundation of the State of Israel in 1948. Jewish writers at the century’s turn—
immigrants into an expanding empire—thus straddled historical and geographical divides
as they worked out how to write a non-native literature. As this dissertation has indicated
in its last chapter in particular, the questions of loss, restitution, and guilt that arose from
the non-native thematic also spanned the conceptual divide between the mental and the
material, as these writers mined both the psychological and the political consequences of
moving across the world.
It is my hope that bringing together Jewish literature and U.S. imperialism
generates new possibilities for studying and writing about both. The Jewish writers who
comprise this study’s focus were adamantly political, in a way that has long gone underrecgonized. Their interest, even when writing about apparently cultural and social
questions of assimilation, was on the relationship between states, their written cultures,
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and the diverse and heterogenous peoples who lived and negotiated the meaning of their
lives within and across their borders. They did not perceive their Jewish identity in the
liberal sense of a religious affiliation that comfortably fit within a liberal state. Rather,
despite their enfranchisement and integration on American grounds, Jewish writers
refused to let the awkward political dimensions of the Jewish question go. The
geopolitics of these writers, as it related to American expansion and to the nascent
foreign policy involvements in Russia and the Middle East, remains a fascinating and
fascinatingly underexplored topic.
As for U.S. imperialism, studying these writers has complicated the paradigm of
imperial culture alongside its stated aim of bringing American imperialism into the
metropolis and into closer connection with the European Age of Empire. Because these
writers connect Russia, Poland, Britain and Austro-Hungary to imperial America, they
confront the student of literature with bewildering problems of taxonomy. Can the
cultures of U.S. imperialism be extended to encompass writings that pertain to the kind of
meta-imperial hegemony that Tooze describes? Or would that elide the differences
between colonial annexation and emanations of American power over European
economies and states? The writers studied here seem to connect up territorial power with
more diffuse kinds of sovereignty, but it remains a question whether we should follow
them as they do so, analytically, or push back against this as an overly-capacious use of
the idea of empire. Likewise, the use of empire in this work to mean despotism and
annexation both generates problems as well as possibilities. It seems that the ambivalence
that these writers, taken as a group, expressed with regard to empire bequeaths serious
problems to their students. It is hard to know whether to take them as theorists of
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American imperialism or as cultural producers whose lives and works were in part
conditioned by it. This dissertation has sought to strike a balance between its actors’
terms and a critical historical account of their works and careers. Indeed, the
“perspectival” shift that Immerwahr says that writing about American empire requires
gets particularly convoluted when it comes to writing literary history. For the most part, I
have tried to reproduce as faithfully as possible the worldviews that these writers
expressed in order to present them to scholars of culture and imperialism as a compelling
part of the history of displacement and migration.
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